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Prologue: Livin’ on a Prayer
 
    
 
   The demon’s jaws clamped down on Ash with all of the creature’s might. Ash’s body was severed, his blood splattered, and the lizard demon scuttled away unscathed. Ash screamed in agony as his life-flame flickered. His teammates following behind him raced to his side fearing the worst. Ash looked into his friend’s eyes and knew it was all over for him.
 
   “Well, it’s been an interesting experiment,” said Shiva. “But I think I’ll take the lead again.”
 
   “Aw man!” said Ash. The boy trembled and whined about the tiny demon bite to his thumb. Now he regretted ever stopping to look at that little lizard. He’d only been leading the group for half a day, which was actually longer than Shiva could stand Aura’s trial leadership.
 
   That’ll teach Ash to play with the demons, Shiva thought smugly to herself while suppressing a grin. She shoved Ash to the side and paraded ahead of him, just for good measure. 
 
   “Keep up, now! And no more handling the wildlife!” Shiva shouted like a drill sergeant. If she had to look after the two pathetic boys she’d been stuck with, she was at least going to get some respect out of them.
 
   Aura the death-toucher stepped to Ash’s side. “Red headed witch!” he whispered to Ash. “Thinks she can bring us all the way out here and treat us like dirt!” Aura was not particularly fond of Shiva, or her family. “It’s only because her dad’s Satan that she even gets to be the boss of us,” Aura said, matter-of-factly. 
 
   “Shhh, dude, she’ll hear you,” Ash said.
 
   “I don’t care if she does,” Aura replied a little louder. “The least she could do is wear a more sexy outfit for us!” Aura was kind of a perv. He was routinely disappointed in Shiva preference for armor over anything remotely provocative.
 
   “How’s your owwie?” he asked Ash.
 
   “I’ll live,” Ash replied in an effort to save face.
 
   “The next time you see something buried in the sand and want to tug on it, just let me know. I’ll use my death-touch hand, and if it’s a demon, I’ll kill it. Easy as that.” Aura was referring to his cursed hand, which he covered with an old silver gauntlet. He was born with the power to kill, but didn’t really know why. Legend says the death touchers were Angels that were sent to Earth specifically to kill humans and demons. But that was just a legend.
 
   “Yeah, thanks,” Ash said. He was now disappointed. He thought he found another Earthan object. They’d been coming outside the Kingdom of Hell’s protective gates for two weeks now, and Ash was pleasantly surprised to learn that sometimes, quite randomly, objects from his home on Earth would slip through the dimensions and land in Hell. 
 
   On one of his earlier outings, he tripped over a buried tire in South Hell’s desert landscape. That’s when Shiva, their commander and know-it-all, informed him of the rare dimensional slip-ups. From that moment on, his mind was more focused on keeping watch for anything he could find that would remind him of home than on his actual mission. And maybe if he were really lucky, he’d find something that could even help him get out of Hell.
 
   “It’s getting really dark out here,” Shiva said. “Let’s turn our flame up.”
 
   The guiding light on their journey came from the small fireballs hovering in each of their hands. Instinctively, the three of them focused on making their fireballs bigger. Without batting an eye, both Shiva and Aura’s fireballs grew in size, shedding more light on their sunless, dreary world.
 
   Ash had to close his eyes and concentrate. He was still new to making flame and although he had a lot of stamina, he still lacked experience. But he was improving. With his eyes firmly shut, he imagined the flame in the palm of his hand growing. He opened his eyes to see he’d done just that. He was impressed by his newfound power. Two weeks ago he could barely shoot sparks.
 
   After walking for another couple of minutes, Shiva stopped abruptly. Aura and Ash also stopped. Shiva bent down and investigated what she’d been looking for. It was a long white marker stick she’d rammed into the sand on their first scouting mission. This was their stopping point. The furthest point out that any devil had ever been from the city.
 
   “Okay, this is as far as we go for today,” she said. Aura smiled, thinking his workday would soon be coming to close. Ash smiled too, but for a different reason.
 
   “So, this is the farthest out anyone’s ever come?” he asked Shiva.
 
   “It’s damn close,” she told him. “Don’t tell me you’re going to do that again?”
 
   “Of course!” Ash said. “It’s my duty!” 
 
   “Want help?” Aura asked.
 
   “Sure, you go that way and I’ll go that way!” 
 
   Aura started walking in one direction, and Ash started walking in another direction out past the marker as well. They were going to go farther out than anyone ever had, much like they’d done every day since they started going outside the city. 
 
   “Don’t come crying to me when a crafty demon sneaks up on you!” Shiva called to them. She tried to act like she didn’t care that they were going farther out, but it showed. She really did care. Not because she valued their lives, but because they were effectively showing her up by going out farther than her. She couldn’t stand to be second best, let alone third best.
 
   Ash had only taken about twenty steps but it felt like another mile. They were technically in the second-most dangerous area of Hell, the unexplored lands. Any number of demons could be out here lurking somewhere in the darkness. Ash had been lucky with his demon encounters so far, but alone and blind, he feared he wouldn’t do so well. He willed his fireball to float in midair, freeing up the use of his hand.
 
   Ash dropped down to his knees and put his hands together in formation. All of Hell was silent. This was the perfect place for him right now. 
 
   If no one’s ever been here, then no one’s ever tried it here. Even if there’s a tiny sliver of hope it might work, it’ll be worth the risk… 
 
   There in the silence and darkness of Hell, a lone prayer went unheard into the night sky. If by chance one did hear it, its message would be clear: “I’m here. I am alive. I need help. So please, come find me already!”
 
   “Hey! You guys have anything to report or not?” Shiva whisper-yelled out to them. Ash jumped back up to his feet. He was done. He took the fireball back in hand, and walked back to Shiva. Aura was returning as well. 
 
   “I’ve told you before, there’s no point in going out that far,” Shiva said.
 
   “Oh, there is too a point,” Ash replied. He smiled at Aura, who returned his smile.
 
   “Whatever,” Shiva said. “Let’s just get back.”
 
   Shiva made certain the white marker was still stuck firmly in place. Finding it fit enough for her expectations, she stood and pivoted, ready to leave. Doing so turned up some of the sand where she was standing, and something underneath the sand caught her eye. She bent down to examine it. She smiled upon seeing what it was.
 
   “Your lucky day,” Shiva called to Ash. She picked up what she’d found in the sand and tossed it to Ash. The boy, surprised, fumbled the item in his hands and nearly dropped it. When he finally had a tight grasp on it, he was speechless. 
 
   In his hand was an iPod. It even had a pair of earphones wrapped around it. What a find! He turned it on, hoping against all odds that it would still work. It turned on without a problem, and even had a full battery. He cycled through the songs on it, trying to get a feel for what kind of music was stored on the device. Shiva and Aura watched him with amazement. Such technology didn’t exist in Hell.
 
   Ash determined the iPod must have come from an Asian country, because the majority of the music was in a foreign language, most likely Japanese. There were a few American pop songs to be found, but nothing quite to Ash’s tastes. He was more of a punk rocker. But poppy foreign music was better than no music at all. He pocketed the iPod and smiled brightly at Shiva.
 
   “Thank you,” he said.
 
   “Don’t let it distract you from our task,” she replied.
 
   “Come on,” Aura said, putting a hand on Ash’s shoulder. “Let’s go.”
 
   The two devils and one half-devil turned around, heading back to the protective walls of the Kingdom of Hell. 
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Chapter One: Negative Divide
 
    
 
   Ash Kaplan was stranded in Hell, and it wasn’t even the good part of Hell. He was unbearably cold, too. It was always cold in Hell, but way outside the Kingdom’s protective walls and across the dark desert, the boy and his companions didn’t even have the warmth of the artificial sun. The only light available out there came from their own fireballs and did little to illuminate the surrounding area. Not that they would see much more than sand dunes, anyway. The wailing wind was a prelude to what would soon become another sandstorm. 
 
   Having become quite familiar with the ominous sound over the past few days, Ash pulled up the bandana hanging around his neck to cover his mouth. His teammates did the same. They all wore protective goggles to keep the sand out of their eyes, as well as hooded cloaks to protect the rest of their bodies. Everyone hunkered down to wait out the sandstorm. It was times like this that Ash was tempted to pull out his iPod, but with no way to recharge it when it died, the boy was extremely cautious about using it. 
 
   "This place blows," Aura said once the wind died down and the sand stopped flying. "Get it? Like, the wind? Blowing? And because it's terrible."
 
   "I get it," Ash said, digging some sand out of his ears. 
 
   "Shut up," Shiva commanded. "You'll give away our position."
 
   "I don't know if you've noticed, Ms. Satan," Aura said, "but there's no one around to give away our position to."
 
   Shiva remained stone faced. With a roll of her eyes, she turned to face her men. "You know I hate it when I have to repeat myself," she said.
 
   "I'm beginning to think you don't," Aura replied.
 
   "Have you ever for a moment been serious about this? Just once, could you actually take a look around and try to accomplish what we're out here to do?"
 
   And so began another classic argument between Shiva and Aura. There were usually at least two a day, and they never lasted less than twenty minutes, with an optional five-minute intermission. Ash had become accustomed to sitting back and watching. He'd been nearly wounded once when he'd mistakenly backed up Aura's side of an argument. But, from that incident, Ash learned a very important lesson: never get involved.
 
   So while the two bickered, Ash's mind wandered. There he was: standing in a remote desert in Hell, far from the protection of the Kingdom’s walls and at the mercy of countless savage demons wanting nothing more than to pick his bones, in complete darkness save for the three small fireballs he and his companions were carrying, looking for some supposed rebels that probably didn't even exist, and all he could think was: I should have packed more cheese.
 
   He was referring to the small crumbles of cheese he'd grabbed from the castle’s dining hall that morning before leaving for their mission. Along with a few crackers, he made little rations for himself that could sometimes last all day. He had to be careful about what kinds of food he brought with him outside the kingdom, as sometimes the smellier foods would attract unwanted demons. 
 
   With his teammates still bickering Ash dazed off into the artificial sun behind them, which was now a mere blazing speck in the sky. At the bottom of his eyesight there was a sudden movement. His devil eyes were much more powerful in the dark than a human’s, but the boy was still unable to see perfectly. Whatever was out there had vanished.
 
   “We got company,” Ash said. Without another word the boy took off. Shiva and Aura abandoned their quarrel and joined in the pursuit. They followed as Ash leapt from one sand dune to another, bringing out his wings and using them to gain some hang time. Just ahead of him, Ash could just make out the sound of footsteps. A loud metallic BANG rang out, confusing everyone. Raising the intensity of his flame, Ash shot it forward hoping to catch his prey off guard. A couple yards ahead, standing on the roof of a rusted Volkswagen Beetle half-buried in sand, a cloaked figure disappeared into the darkness.
 
   Ash followed, but a cloud of sand stirred up in front of him. He heard a loud THUD, and scrambled to pull his bandana back up, but was not quick enough. He plunged directly into the cloud of sand with nothing covering his mouth. As he coughed and hacked, his teammates called out to him, asking what happened.
 
   "I'm okay," Ash assured them.
 
   "That's not what we were asking about!" Shiva called through the darkness.
 
   "Gee, thanks..." Ash grumbled. Raising his hand-torch once more, he scoured the area looking for any trace of the cloaked person. He investigated the Volkswagen and was surprised to see it was an early model, probably from the nineteen-sixties. This was the largest Earth object he'd found in Hell so far. He ran his hand over the cold metal exterior, taking momentary pleasure in the reminder from his home. 
 
   Stepping around the front of the vehicle, Ash came face to face with a demon. Face to face maybe not the best term to use here. More like face to worm. The red, sausage-like demon whipped forward with what the boy hoped was its head, because it was spewing out foul-smelling gunk. He was lucky to have jumped backwards in time, because whatever the gunk was, it completely dissolved his bandana and goggles. The boy tossed a fireball at the demon and when the light went out he felt a soft spray of worm guts showering him.
 
   Shiva was the first to catch up to Ash, who had already relit a new flame in his hand and wiped off his face with his cloak. "Status report," she said, which was her official-sounding way of asking what happened.
 
   "Gee, where do I begin?" Ash said, more than a little disgusted and fed up at the moment. "I thought I saw a guy, but he disappeared in a cloud of sand before I could catch him, and then I got attacked by a worm that spewed acidic gunk at me out of its ‘face’, and that's if I'm lucky." He pointed down at the remains of his bandana and goggles in the sand. "That's all that's left of my gear, so I guess I could have just had my face melted off too."
 
   "What did the rebel look like?" Shiva asked.
 
   "My face! Melted off!"
 
   "Don't dodge my question!"
 
   From somewhere in the desert, there were several loud THUMPS in succession.
 
   "Hey Ash," Aura said, his voice tense.
 
   "What?"
 
   "You say the rebel disappeared in a cloud of sand, right?"
 
   "Yes. And then the demon attacked me."
 
   "A cloud of sand like… those?" the death toucher asked, sounding concerned. Aura raised a single finger, pointing out to where his fireball was levitating some thirty feet away. By the light it emitted they could see at least fifteen enormous separate sandstorms. The team had merely a second to be astonished before they were completely overwhelmed by a wave of those same colossal red demon worms heading straight for them.
 
   Not wanting to stand around and be trampled by demon worms, the three teammates retreated. "There are at least twenty of them!" Shiva said, holding a flame before them to light their way. 
 
   "What now, leader?" Aura asked. He’d abandoned his original flame, as it had gone too far out and was no longer under his control. Instead, he lit a new fireball to use as a torch. 
 
   "We run, obviously!" Shiva said.
 
   "The kingdom is the other way," Ash pointed out. He was right for once; the glowing speck of a sun could be seen far off in the distance. Behind the charging onslaught of demons. The team was instead retreating even further into the desert of Hell.
 
   "This is stupid!" Aura said. "I'll just kill them all with my death touch!" The boy stopped and faced the demons. Shiva and Ash stopped as well but kept their distance. They remained alert and ready to flee again at a moments notice. Everything went silent as the demons disappeared suddenly from sight, burrowing underground.
 
   Five of the demons emerged from the sand, encircling Aura. The death toucher removed his metal gauntlet, revealing his blackened hand. He was about to shoot forward when the demons unanimously shot out the same acidic liquid that Ash had encountered.
 
   Aura dropped to the ground and covered himself with his arms. He couldn’t avoid the demon’s attacks, as their acid sprayed across his cloak. The material dissolved almost instantly, leaving Aura with only his signature black and blue coat for protection. 
 
   "Is that all you got?" Aura said. The demons did not acknowledge him. "I take it you're done puking, since you're not blasting me again? That must mean you've run out." Again, the demons did not respond. Aura grinned. "Now you're all in big, big trouble!"
 
   Aura shot his hand forward so fast it was a blur. He pivoted and blasted his arm out again. Five times he did this, each time an electric blue shock occurred and the demons dropped dead. Five purple wisps of demon souls disappeared into the night. Aura fell to his knees, his nose trickling with blood.
 
   Ash tried to rush to his friend, but more demons emerged from the ground and blocked his path. Even more of the worms popped up surrounding Shiva. Those demons began spewing out their acidic gunk at the girl. Shiva moved like a gymnast: twisting, bending, turning her body in every which way conceivable to avoid their acid. Their toxic substances missed her entirely. Now it was her turn.
 
   Drawing twin daggers out from underneath her cloak, Shiva lunged at the nearest of her foes. With a quick swing of her arms the demon was severed into four sections. It dropped to the ground where it continued to wriggle around disturbingly. Again, Shiva leapt forward at each foe, cutting them all to fleshy ribbons. After her final attack she took a knee and tucked away her daggers, thinking she’d won. Another demon popped out of the sand behind her, spraying her down with the acid.
 
   Her cloak and facial protection melted away, revealing the spunky redheaded girl in armor. She turned and blasted a small shot of flames at the demon that sprayed her and its head exploded. I need more training, Shiva thought.
 
   Ash's defense was a little simpler. With the worms surrounding him and spraying their acid at the same time, the boy simply jumped. At the peak of his jump, he brought out his wings and flapped powerfully downward. The result was an extra spring to his jump, launching him higher. From above he readied fireballs in both hands. Since learning how to use flame a month ago, Ash discovered he had a natural talent for it. He shot the fireballs at the demons and quickly readied two more. Over and over he did this, floating in the air and raining down fire until there was nothing on the ground but demon puddles.
 
   The boy dropped down and pulled his wings back inside his body. Shiva and Aura joined him, and all three of them appeared to be okay despite some minor burns from the acid.
 
   "Anyone injured?" Shiva asked.
 
   "Are you kidding? Those guys were small fries," Aura said, wiping away the last of the blood from his nose. He caught a concerned look from Ash about it, but smiled confidently as if it were no big deal.
 
   "That was a lot of demons,” Ash said. “Do you think we stepped on their nest back by that Beetle?”
 
   "There was another demon back there?” Aura asked, alarmed.
 
   “No, I mean… Oh, never mind.”
 
   “Did you see anything else?” Shiva asked.
 
   “Oh yeah!” Ash said, remembering the cloaked figure. “I saw someone, I think! Just before the demons attacked us.” 
 
   "Sounds too convenient. Maybe the demons were part of the rebels defenses," Shiva said.
 
   Aura snorted, unconvinced. “If there even are any rebels. We still don’t have any solid proof yet,” he said. “All we’ve got to go on are a few of Goddard’s suspicions.” 
 
   "Regardless, we’ve finally got something to report,” said Shiva. “Let’s high-tail it back to the kingdom so Ash can inform… Where’s Ash?” Shiva asked, noticing the boy had wandered off.
 
   Increasing the size of her guiding flame, Shiva found the boy standing several feet away, staring up at the sky. Before she could ask what he was looking it, there was a brilliant flash in the sky miles away. What looked like a black meteor shot through the sky and rocketed down, but did not hit ground. 
 
   “It can’t be…” Aura said.
 
   The team advanced cautiously. Ash relit a new fireball and floated it forward slowly. Up ahead they could see the ground came to a cliff-like edge. With more bright eruptions in the sky raining down glowing objects, Ash crept closer to the edge for a better look. He was only a few steps from falling off, but his fireball was hovering twenty yards out. There was no bottom to the canyon. All they could see was a radiant black haze that obscured the view of anything below. For a moment, Ash thought he might have stumbled upon the Grand Canyon. But he was not on Earth, and he knew at once where they must have ended up.
 
   "So, we've come all the way out here," Shiva said.
 
   "I've never seen it," Aura said.
 
   "I’ve seen drawings,” Shiva replied. “But drawings are nothing compared to the real thing.”
 
   "The Negative Divide," Ash said in wonder. 
 
   The Negative Divide, Ash recalled from his book 'Hell in my Pocket', was the place in Hell where all the evil souls from Earth are deposited. Above the canyon, brilliant flashes of light sent darkened souls raining down randomly every couple of seconds. Those blackened souls, Ash knew, must be the poor souls of those condemned to Hell for eternity. The hazy abyss of the Negative Divide was the true Hell that humans knew. Standing there, observing the shower of fallen souls, Ash actually felt lucky to be living in the Kingdom of devils.
 
   "Careful: don’t go falling in,” Aura warned Ash. “No one’s ever come out.”
 
   Ash shot a flame down into the cloudy canyon. It disappeared in a flowing river of negative soul energy, as more and more spoiled souls fell from Heaven.
 
   “Those flashes in the sky…” Ash said. “What are they?”
 
   “Temporary gateways to Heaven,” Shiva said. “The souls have to get here somehow.”
 
   “I thought there was no way to get to Heaven from here,” Ash said, hoping he’d been misinformed.
 
   “I wouldn’t get excited if I were you,” she said. “The gates only open for a second at a time. Anyone stupid enough to stand in front of one gets blasted with a direct shot of soul power. Instant death.”
 
   “She’s right about that,” Aura said. “A long time ago many people died trying to get to Heaven that way. It’s a definite no-go.” 
 
   “Oh…” Ash said deflated. For a moment, he thought he’d found a way out of Hell. But they are gateways to Heaven, he thought. Maybe… Out of sight of his friends, he clasped his hands together, hoping with all his might that his prayers might be heard this time.
 
   "Let's get going," Shiva said. "The artificial sun should already be dimming, and I highly doubt you two can navigate back without it." 
 
   The team's mission of looking for rebels in Hell a partial success, they flew with as much stamina as they had remaining all the way back to the protective gates of the Kingdom of Hell. Behind them, Ash had hoped, was the last he'd ever see of the Negative Divide.
 
   



  
 


Chapter Two: One of Those Days
 
    
 
   Ash was moderately aware of his alarm clock ringing out once, and then his flat was slowly filled with light as the creation of the artificial sun took place. At that time of the morning, the Kingdom was just waking up but there were already plenty of people out and about contributing to the sun's creation. Ash and Aura very rarely woke up early enough to contribute to the sun when it would actually make a difference. By the time they were out of bed and out the door the sun was already large enough to bring light to almost every corner of the Kingdom.
 
   When the light starting peeking in through the window next to Ash's bed the boy turned over to face his roommate instead. Sometimes Aura would have his back turned on Ash, and other times he’d be facing toward Ash. This was a problem because Aura frequently slept with his eyes open. Today was one of those days. 
 
   Instead of trying to ignore it, Ash decided he felt awake enough to get out of bed. He counted himself lucky that today he would get in the bathroom before Aura, who always took too long in the morning. The boy quietly folded his blankets back and climbed out of bed slowly, all while watching Aura's unflinching face staring back at him. Ash stepped lightly to his clothing trunk and began to dig for a clean outfit. Despite his silence, this just happened to be the moment when Aura snapped awake. He jumped out of bed and stepped into the bathroom before Ash could make his move.
 
   Maybe he’s not really asleep when he’s like that, Ash began to wonder.
 
   The kingdom was almost fully lit by the time they were exiting their tiny flat. Once again, Aura had taken a half hour in the bathroom. Ash was starving and really had to pee, but was too passive and polite to say anything to his friend. The two set off, as they did every day, walking to the castle. Though they lived in the Northern section of Hell, quite close to the castle, they usually kept to the ground instead of flying. Aura said this was because it helped to wake him up, but Ash thought it was more about getting to see all the cutest shop girls and practice his flirting skills.
 
   Only on the days when Aura's hair had really given him trouble or they were running late would they fly to the castle. Truth be told, neither of them were in a very big rush to have Shiva boss them around all day. With Castle Hell’s many jutting towers in their sights, the boys were only several blocks away when a most dreadful sound rang out through the streets: the demon invasion siren. Demons had entered the kingdom somewhere. People rushed indoors and closed their windows. Merchants frantically rushed to pack up their wares. Children started to cry. People were going to die.
 
   "Yes!" Aura said with glee to Ash.
 
   "It's going to be one of those days, huh?" Ash said smiling.
 
   It had actually gotten to the point where they wished a demon attack would happen in the morning, giving them bonus time away from drill sergeant Shiva. Goddard’s orders were for them to assist the Royal Guards with clearing out any invading demons. At first, the boys thought it criminal to have to fight demons without pay. They began to realize that time away from Shiva was their payment, and they accepted it gratefully.
 
   The young men, feeling liberated despite the chaos, brought out their wings and took to the sky. Traffic was a nightmare with all the commotion, forcing them to dodge and dive past other fliers in their effort to pinpoint where all the Royal Guards were going. From a hundred yards above the city they located the source of the problem. The demons had broken through the crumbly portion of wall in the Southern section, which was expected since it happened nearly every week. Ash and Aura beat their wings, anxious to find out what they'd be up against.
 
   The boys could only catch quick glimpses of the demons at first. They saw roughly humanoid figures lurking between the buildings and avoiding the main streets. The longer they watched, the more the boys saw those dark shapes dart out quick as a blur and snatch anyone trying to escape. When Ash spotted a helpless young boy get snatched, he could wait no longer. The boy dropped from the sky in a free-fall, turning it into a glide only several feet above the street and then landing squarely on the ground.
 
   The building he stood in front of was wide-open. Inside, Ash could hear the little boy crying out for someone to rescue him. Apparently the demon had not yet sunk its teeth into the boy. Aura landed next to Ash and tucked away his wings.
 
   "Are you going in there?" Aura whispered.
 
   "Yes," Ash nodded.
 
   "Want me to go with you?" Aura asked.
 
   Ash hesitated out of uncertainty. A terrified scream from the little boy jolted him back into reality. “I got this,” he replied with renewed confidence. 
 
   "If you need this," Aura said, holding up his death touching hand. "Just holler."
 
   "Thanks," Ash said, ducking inside the building quickly.
 
   The lights were out as Ash expected. He could still hear the boy crying out, but it sounded fainter now. The building was a deli that he recognized from a previous lunch outing with Aura. He even recalled the particular tasty sandwich he ate and his desire to return here for another. If he failed to save the child now, he doubted he would ever want to come back. Ash moved from the front of the shop to the back and onto the other side of the sales counter. In the back storeroom he found a cellar door left wide open. 
 
   You've got to be kidding me, Ash thought. He recalled the last time he went down into a cellar. Back then, he found Apsat with the stolen God's Blessing in his possession. That led to a whole mess of trouble for him and the rest of the city. But the cries from the boy were becoming few and far between so he didn't hesitate any longer. He lit a flame in his hand and plunged into the cellar.
 
   The storeroom below was not large. The middle of the room was clear, the shop's inventory kept on shelves along the walls. As soon as he landed Ash saw before him the little boy sprawled out on the floor. With his small flame, he could clearly see the young boy's arm had been severed off at the elbow. Blood dripped freely onto the cold wooden floorboards. Ash rushed to the child and crouched beside him, shaking him lightly.
 
   "Hey kid, wake up. Don't go to sleep. Come on, I'm going to get you out of here." He realized he was neglecting the demon that was surely in the basement with him. There was one more room down there, and the door was only partially shut. Whatever sort of demon it was, it was inside that room. Ash kept his eyes glued to the door as he gently lifted the boy into his arms. He crept backwards toward the stairs, never taking his eyes off the partially shut door.
 
   As his foot reached the first stair, the demon leapt out from behind a large box to Ash's right side. The devil’s superior instincts kicked in and he jumped, kicking off the demon to launch himself up the staircase. With the injured child in his arms, Ash exited the cellar with the demon in hot pursuit. The boy felt the breeze from the creature’s claws wildly slashing the air right behind him.
 
   Ash burst out of the deli’s front door and started booking it down the street with the canine-like demon charging after him. He caught glimpses of other shady figures watching from the shadows. One of the monsters moved to block his path. Finally he saw the creature in the light of day. Black fur covered its buff bipedal body that looked almost human, except for the snarling wolf head attached. He was apparently running from ‘the wolfman’.
 
   I wonder if one of these things got to Earth a long time ago, and that's how the legend of werewolves got started, Ash thought as he ran for his life down an adjacent alley. He sped past a doorway where a strong, hairy arm grabbed him by the collar and pulled. Without the use of his arms, Ash was left with only his head to defend against the hungry foe. Instead of trying to pull away, Ash pushed off the ground with all his might and slammed his head into the werewolf's forehead. 
 
   The demon staggered back in pain, releasing its grip on the boy. Ash regained his footing and jumped, kicking the demon in the chest and knocking it back into some garbage cans. The boy felt safe for a second until two more of the creatures entered the alley and cornered him. This would have been the end of him if not for his ability to fly. Ash brought out his wings and leapt, taking to the air just a moment before the two demons could tackle him. They instead slammed into the third demon, which was still climbing out of the trash heap.
 
   Ash landed on a flat rooftop. There he gently set down the injured boy, who was barely conscious. Figuring it was only a matter of time until the demons caught up with him, Ash prepared for a fight. He removed his peacoat, which limited his movements in combat. The small boy was trembling fiercely now, so Ash covered his fragile bloody body with his beloved coat. Before covering the boy’s face, Ash gave his instructions.
 
   "Stay right there and don't move around too much," Ash said. "Oh, and try not to bleed on my coat too much." He wasn’t sure if the kid heard him, but he covered the boy’s face and stood up anyway.
 
   By the time Ash became vaguely aware of the demon on the roof, it was already too late. One of the stealthy creatures was clamped tightly to his right bicep. He screamed out in a mixture of shock and pain. Ash pulled back his left arm readying a punch, but before he could another demon sunk its teeth into that arm as well. With both his arms feeling as if they were about to be ripped off, the pain was unbearable. All Ash could think to do was try to kick the demons off of him, but a sudden pain in his leg made him realize there was already a third demon biting at his ankle.
 
   Ash screamed bloody murder as he felt his limbs being pulled apart. He tried using his one free leg to defend himself, but it was no use. He couldn’t move anymore. His head drooped, and he could see the ground covered in his blood. His vision became foggier and he started to lose consciousness. Any longer and Ash would be dead.
 
   One of the demons released its jaws suddenly and dropped to the ground, a blue jolt of electricity running through it. Joining them on the rooftop was Aura. The other werewolf-like demons tried to retreat but they were too slow. Aura whipped his arm forward and caught one of them easily, his deadly ability activating on-touch. Two small smoky orbs drifted up and faded away. The demon souls departed.
 
   One wolfman was all that remained. It bounded towards the ledge and stopped. In its moment of hesitation, Aura caught up with it. Slamming his open black palm into the monster's chest and emitting a blue shockwave, the demon died instantly and fell off the building and into the street below. Blood trickled out of Aura's nose and he swayed a little, but his focus returned to his friend. He ran to Ash's side and dropped to his knees. Ash was alive but in shock as his blood flowed freely from the many puncture holes in his body. 
 
   "I'm so sorry buddy, but you know what I have to do to you," Aura said, readying a ball of flame between his hands. Ash waved his hand weakly, as if to say No. He pointed at his coat instead.
 
   "You want your coat, now of all times?"
 
   With whatever strength he had left, Ash gripped the sleeve of his peacoat and pulled it off the young boy. 
 
   "Oh," Aura said, finally understanding the situation as he glanced at the boy’s bloody stump. “Sorry kid, you’re way too young to have to go through this.” 
 
   Devils have a special way of closing their own wounds. Ash watched as Aura employed the awful method on the child. With searing flames gathered between his hands, Aura wrapped them around the kid's severed nub of an arm. The child, who had been deathly quiet until now, screamed as he felt a burning pain even worse than the original demon's attack. The child's flesh sizzled and fried, closing together and stopping the blood flow. The kid passed out long before Aura was finished.
 
   With the boy taken care of, Aura wasted no time in moving on to treat Ash’s wounds. He made more flames blaze within his palms and wrapped them around Ash's right arm, where the blood loss was the worst. Ash was lucky to have been unconscious when Aura started, but with that pain the boy sprung awake. Out of instinct, he took a swing at Aura who did nothing to block it. Ash's balled-up fist connected with Aura's face. Aura gritted his teeth and kept his hands pressed against Ash's bicep, burning all the tiny puncture holes together.
 
   Ash, delusional and filled with pain, continued to unconsciously defend himself by slamming his fist into Aura's face. Luckily he was far too weak for it to hurt, and when Aura was finished closing up Ash’s right arm he moved onto his left arm. Ash stopped hitting him but continued to scream loudly. His friend hoped he wouldn't attract more demons, but the sirens pretty much drowned him out. With the scent of burnt flesh wafting through the air, Aura finished closing Ash's leg wound. He was unconscious once more.
 
   Aura finished just in time, as his death touch ability had drained him of stamina. Each time he used it he was accessing a part of his soul that he knew very little about. As he was still a novice at controlling it, he used the power with great risk to his own health. The negative impacts were bloody-noses, extreme nausea and sometimes vomiting. In this case, all three of those side effects hit him at once. His nose leaked blood from both nostrils, a thunderous pain split his head, and last night's dinner found its way up his throat and onto the roof he was standing on.
 
   Ash awoke to the sound of Aura's horrible retching. "Aura..." he said weakly, turning his head to examine the dead demons and the sleeping child. "Tell me something."
 
   "What?" asked Aura, his voice raspy and tired.
 
   "Am I going to become one of those demons?" 
 
   "What? No! Why would that happen?" 
 
   "I got bit."
 
   "No. Why would that turn you into one? That makes no sense."
 
   "Okay," Ash's voice was only a whisper now. "Good."
 
   The two boys continued to lie on the rooftop, hoping the demon invasion would be over soon.
 
    
 
   Aura awoke ten minutes later to Ash shaking him. The demon siren could no longer be heard echoing through the kingdom. Examining his surroundings, Aura noticed the small boy was missing.
 
   "Where did that kid go?" Aura asked.
 
   "Home. He's a tough kid." Ash said.
 
   "How about you?"
 
   "I'm okay, thanks to you. If you hadn't shown up when you did..."
 
   "It’s a good thing I followed you, then."
 
   Ash felt a stab in his heart. Aura had followed him? Did he not think Ash could handle himself on his own yet? Perhaps even more painful was the fact that Aura had been correct in his decision to follow Ash. Without Aura's help he would have surely died this time. Ash thought his training had made him strong enough to deal with anything, but that was obviously far from the truth. 
 
   "Think you can walk?” Aura asked.
 
   Ash stood up on shaky legs. It hurt, but he could walk. Aura climbed to his feet too. The two moved to the building’s ledge. They were twenty stories up and under normal circumstances it would have been easy enough to glide to the street below. But with Ash's injuries, Aura didn't want to take any chances. 
 
   "Just wait here," Aura said. "I'm going to scope things out down below."
 
   Ash nodded, not wanting to get in his friends way again. Bringing his wings out, Aura stepped over the ledge. Using his wings to slow his landing, the boy dropped safely to the street below and began to investigate the situation. Aura walked a few paces forward disappeared behind another building. 
 
   Ash paced the ledge trying to keep his friend in his sights. When he got to the corner of the building something unfortunate happened. Being in South Hell, the buildings weren’t made as sturdy. The part of the building where he stepped crumbled underfoot, making him lose his balance. He brought out his wings but wasn't fast enough to regain his balance. Ash fell off the side of the building as Aura moved further away. 
 
   He fell upside down and could not correct himself. The boy landed head first in a dumpster full of unused demon livestock parts. After the initial pain of the fall wore off, the teen climbed out of the dumpster covered in rotting demon guts. His beloved coat was blood stained and foul smelling now. Gio, his tailor, would be furious with him for ruining it. He brushed the demon guts off the best he could, but it didn't help much. 
 
   He started searching for an exit out of the small courtyard he'd fallen into. From behind him somewhere he could hear a door creaking, but he could not tell if it was opening or closing. He stopped to look around, hoping it would be Aura or some other devil. No such luck though. Across the courtyard Ash saw another werewolf demon entering. He was in luck though, as it hadn't spotted him yet. The boy ducked down behind a bench, hoping to go entirely unnoticed. He couldn't fight in the condition he was in. Hiding and fleeing were his only options.
 
   Ash used the opportunity to study the demon. It was almost the same size as him, but built with much bulkier muscles. The creature was naked, and a thick dark coat of hair covered most of its flesh. Its face even looked somewhat human, aside from the canine snout and fangs. The creature's nose sniffed curiously about as it twisted its head around, picking up on some invisible scent.
 
   Ash remembered back to when Shiva told him his scent was different from the rest of the devils. He hoped the dumpster diving he’d done recently would mask his human aroma, but he didn’t want to take any chances. The frightened boy began to back up, hoping he could make it to another door before the demon made it to him. The monster drew closer, sniffing the air more excitedly now. It knew it was on the trail of something especially tasty.
 
   Ash was about to turn and make a run for it, not caring if the creature spotted him or not. It would be a gamble with his life at stake. He had to make it to the door or become dinner. Before he could move, the door to the courtyard opened again. This time it was another devil that entered, but not one that Ash wanted to see.
 
   "Oh my," said a tired looking old man. "This isn’t where I wanted to be."
 
   The demon stopped its excited sniffing. It turned, and upon seeing the old man, it began to stride confidently towards him. Ash shambled forward as well, albeit much slower, trying to warn the old man.
 
   "Look out!" Ash called as the demon approached. 
 
   "It seems I may have spoken too soon," the old man said with a pleasant smile, not the usual reaction of someone who was about to be attacked by a vicious demon. The monster wolfman moved in for the kill. It shot forward fangs first aiming straight for the old man's neck. Ash feared for the stranger’s life but there was nothing he could do now. The boy closed his eyes, not wanting to see the gruesome sight of an old man being torn apart. 
 
   A gentle hand on his shoulder made him open his eyes. It was the old man, now standing next to Ash with the same polite smile and a reassuring hand on his shoulder. Ash had to do a double take to make sure he was seeing things correctly. The demon was still across the courtyard, right where the old man had been standing. It had nothing in its jaws and looked just as confused as Ash.
 
   "This is where I need to be," he said with utmost confidence. 
 
   The wolfman demon became enraged at its lack of a meal, and spun around rapidly searching for its prey with bloodshot eyes. Ash knew devils could sometimes move in the blink of an eye, as he'd done it before in his fight against Apsat. He never expected such an old man could be capable of doing so, though. His eyes were only closed for a few seconds and it seemed impossible for the old man to move across the courtyard while evading the demon. Yet he had done it somehow.
 
   "You may want to stand back, boy,” the old man said. He held out his arm and pointed at the creature with his pointer finger. A fireball the size of a marble formed at the tip of his finger. 
 
   “Are you crazy old man? That thing’s going to kill us!”
 
   Then as if it were rocket-propelled, the tiny fireball shot forward and pierced the demon through its chest. The creature stopped at once and stood still. Its face twisted into agony and its eyes rolled back in their sockets. The demon burst into flame, flailed about for a second, and then dropped to the ground dead and toasty. All of its fur was burned off and a stream of smoke filled the courtyard.
 
   "What’s that, boy? I’m a bit hard on hearing these days," the old man said turning to Ash as if nothing impressive had just happened. 
 
   Ash’s jaw dropped as he stared in disbelief at his elderly savior. What a crazy old dude! was all he could think.
 
   “Cat got your tongue, huh? Well don’t worry, that was the last of the demons. The Kingdom should be cleared now. Why don’t you head outside and take a look around?” 
 
   Ash nodded awkwardly and turned to march towards the exit. After several paces he stopped. He could only hear one set of footsteps. His own footsteps. He turned around and the old man was already gone.
 
    
 
   



  
 


Chapter Three: Dirty Deeds
 
    
 
   Despite his best efforts, Ash’s favorite coat still ended up ripped and soaked with blood. The ravaged youth limped out of the courtyard searching for any trace of the old man who saved him. More and more civilians were spilling out into the streets, as enough time had passed since the invasion siren stopped sounding for the people to feel safe again. Ash thought he spotted the old man on one occasion, but quickly lost sight of him in the surging crowds.
 
   His worried friend Aura grabbed him from behind, turning him about face to make sure he hadn’t grabbed the wrong person again. “Ash?” he asked with a worried but hopeful voice. Seeing it was indeed his friend, Aura gave him a light shove. "I told you to stay put! I thought you were dead meat when I went back to find you and you weren’t there!" Aura said.
 
   "I’m sorry,” Ash replied. “I fell off the roof.” It was a difficult and embarrassing admission, but he was excited to tell his friend what happened next. “But you won’t believe what happened after that! I met this awesome old man," said Ash.
 
   "Awesome in what way?”
 
   "Well, he was really fast,” Ash explained as they continued their morning walk (more of a limp in Ash’s case) to the castle. “He did that ‘flashy’ thing and moved across the room in the blink of an eye, even sneaking past a demon. He made a tiny fireball with just his finger and then shot it like a bullet! The guy was one of the strongest people I've ever seen."
 
   "That doesn't surprise me," said Aura, who seemed unfazed by Ash’s story. "There are still some people like that alive today. Old fogies, left over from the last generation. They had to be strong back then to defend the entire kingdom, since our population took a nosedive and we were so low on soldiers. An entire generation was pushed to become the strongest devils ever. One guy in particular, Commander Aster, was one of the greatest heroes in recent devil history. He’s pretty much the reason we won the last war with the demons.”
 
   “Aster? That’s my mom’s favorite flower! Your great hero was named after a flower!” Ash tried his best to conceal a grin.
 
    “Aster was a righteous bro and he deserves your respect!”
 
   “Okay, okay,” Ash said. “To show my respect, I’ll change my name to Daisy.”
 
   Aura rapped his friend lightly on the shoulder, but couldn’t help smiling. The two boys gave in to another round of joking and laughter that lasted all the way to the castle.  
 
    
 
   Entering the castle courtyard, and especially the castle itself, was a difficult process. Many watchful sentries stood atop the castle walls on constant surveillance. Ash and Aura had already been lectured once by Goddard von Gosick, the royal advisor and their ‘boss’, about proper etiquette for entering the palace. They flashed their team’s flame-wing pins to the gate guards, which was the only way they were allowed in. 
 
   There was something of a rivalry between them and the Royal Guards, who were probably under orders to give the boys a hard time. To that end, the guards allowed them to enter the courtyard, but would not open the gate. Instead, the two guards stood idly by, beaming at their cruelty making the two boys pull the heavy gates open themselves. 
 
   Inside the long courtyard was the usual bustle of various nobles and citizens, all eager with business concerning their own issues. These were people with problems and they looked to the Royal Family of Satan for guidance. Al Satan, the current head of the Satan household, mostly let Goddard handle the people's problems. As the boys trudged on towards the castle, Ash caught snippets of conversations. One man was practicing a speech to inquire about the supposed reimbursements he was to receive after the Royal Guards wrecked his shop during a demon attack. Two scholars were arguing over whose expedition was more deserving of being funded: one expedition to the North, or one expedition to the South.
 
   “I’m telling you, there’re more resources to be found in the forests to the North!”
 
   “The North is a waste of time! The South is where we’ll find ruins of an ancient civilization!”
 
   “You’re both wrong,” A third man claimed. “Across the ocean is the clear choice for the kingdom’s next expansion!”
 
     Ash ignored their arguments and kept limping, shaky from the post-battle adrenaline rush. After a long stairway climb up to the castle gates, the boys were stopped once more and had to flash their pins, even though the guard on duty had admitted them several times before and clearly knew who they were. Again, the guards made the boys open the doors themselves. It seemed to be a running joke with the Royal Guard. Apparently it was still funny. Inside the castle's luxurious torch-lit lobby, the boys ascended a stone stairwell up several floors to find Lady Shiva waiting for them inside their usual meeting room. 
 
   Shiva dressed in her female royal guard armor, which was colored crimson and constructed to be lightweight. Her speed was her greatest asset, and she refused to wear anything that slowed her down. On several occasions, Aura had tried to convince her to wear something a little more girly, but that had always led to a fight between them. The boys could immediately tell that something was wrong, because Shiva was doing something she rarely ever did: The girl was smiling.
 
   "Sit down and shut up," she greeted them. At least her banter was still the same.
 
   The boys took their usual seats far across the table from her. They did this to make her speak unnecessarily loudly while they pretended they couldn't hear her. It really drove her nuts.
 
   "What?" Aura mouthed silently, holding his hand to his ear.
 
   Shiva jumped up and took the chair directly between the two boys instead.
 
   "Not going to work today, Draxler," Shiva said, still smiling that eerie smile.
 
   "Someone's happy today," Aura noted. "Did you enjoy this morning’s demon activity?" 
 
   "Clearly not as much as you two,” Shiva said. Her attention was fixed to Ash, who looked like a hobo in his bloodstained and damaged coat. A small puddle of blood was forming on the stone floor, the droplets leading back to Ash. “Come on, let’s see the damage.”
 
   Despite the boy’s protests, Shiva eventually won in the end and got Ash to strip down to his underwear. Shiva poked and prodded his near-naked body, not seeming to care about how roughly she handled his cuts and burns. It was also difficult for her to tell what was a bruise and what was a charred patch of skin. Her favorite method of finding out seemed to be flicking the affected area.
 
   When she'd had her fill of examining the boy's body, Ash was given the okay to put his clothes back on. The problem was, now that he was out of them, he didn't really want to put the disgusting outfit back on. Shiva directing them to a storeroom where they could find some old servants clothing and Aura hustled off to retrieve the clothes for his friend. While the death toucher was gone, Ash and Shiva sat in awkward silence.
 
   The two weren’t left alone on many occasions. Not since Ash had first arrived in Hell, anyway. They sat on opposite sides of the long conference table, not saying anything. Once or twice, Ash would catch Shiva sneaking a peak at him. In his boredom, Ash began to inspect his own body. He had changed a lot since becoming a devil. His muscles, while never very large or strong, were now at least a little bit bigger. Definitely harder. No longer were they the jello-like lumps of flesh they'd been his whole life. His belly, which was always more rounded, was now flat and tough. He still didn't have a six-pack of washboard abs or anything, but he was getting there. His brown hair was growing shaggy and his bangs even reached far enough to cover his eyes.  
 
    The door to the room flung open and Goddard von Gosick entered suddenly. Behind him was Aura, holding a few folded articles of clothing in his arms. "I found Mr. Draxler upstairs," Goddard said. "When he told me what he was doing I had to come see for myself." 
 
   Goddard was a perplexing man. He had long white hair but was not at all old looking. Although his actual age was somewhere around two hundred, he had the appearance of a thirty-year old human. Devils lived a lot longer though, and aged much more slowly. Despite all devils having perfect powerful eyes, Goddard was the exception who had to wear glasses. He explained this was because of the vast amount of books he'd stayed up late reading by candlelight over the course of his life. He was the only known devil to have ever worn out his eyes in such a way.
 
   It was Goddard's turn to inspect Ash's wounds. Ash quickly pulled on the servant's clothes that Aura brought him. It didn't take Goddard long to make an assessment though, and just as Ash was carefully pulling on the dull white robe, the royal advisor made a declaration.
 
   “These clothes are ruined,” Goddard said while inspecting Ash’s bloodstained pile of clothing. “I’ll have a servant throw them out.”
 
   “No!” Ash was quick to stop him. “I want to send my coat back to Gio. I’m sure he can fix it! But I think you should have the servant send it through the mail… I doubt Gio will be happy about it. He may even get violent…”
 
   “Very well,” Goddard replied. Later he would give the coat to a particular servant he hated and make him hand-deliver it straight to Gio. "It appears I have misjudged your combat abilities," he continued. "I was under the impression that Lady Shiva had been training you thoroughly, but I was mistaken." 
 
   "That's not true!" Shiva said, her smile disappearing. "I've trained them both every day. They're not great, but they're not terrible either!" That was as close to comfortable as she felt complimenting them. 
 
   "Yes, but you train primarily in hand-to-hand combat. Obviously, there are major differences in battling against a fellow devil and a demon. Demons are wild and unpredictable monsters, and no amount of sparring can prepare you for a fight against a creature like that.”
 
   “To be fair though,” Ash cut in, coming to Shiva’s defense. “I was carrying an injured civilian child and on the run from three of those demons. I could have probably taken them if I wasn’t so distracted.”
 
   “That was foolish,” Goddard scolded him. “You should have left the child.”
 
   “If I had, the boy would have died for sure. The poor kid had his arm torn off!”
 
   “So?” Goddard replied casually. “That kind of thing happens here regularly. You can’t always save everyone.”
 
   “Not with an attitude like that,” Ash replied in a hushed tone.
 
   “If saving someone else’s life is going to get you killed, it’s better to just let them die. Remember: you work for me now. Your life is not yours to foolishly sacrifice.”
 
   “I just don’t like watching people die,” Ash said. “Even less when I know I’m the one responsible for it.”
 
   “Your bleeding heart aside, something must be done about your bleeding body.” Goddard turned to Shiva. “In light of Mr. Kaplan’s abysmal condition, your team assignment for today will be something of a less physical nature.”
 
   "Wait, you don't mean..." Shiva started to grow worried.
 
   "No training. No rebel hunting. I'll assign you a different job today."
 
   Aura was positively beaming like a light bulb, hoping for an easy job they could wrap up quickly. After a long demon fight, he’d love to have the rest of the night off to party. Ash was relieved to have whatever ‘rest’ Goddard could provide, but also felt guilty. He knew Shiva would find a way to take out her aggressions on him one way or another, and she had plenty of aggression from Goddard’s scolding.
 
   The group sat tight while Goddard went through his stack of papers. The service request forms he’d been trying hard to avoid offered a variety of boring tasks and tedious labor that he didn’t intend to properly take care of on his own. The Royal Advisor was pleased to finally have his own team to handle it all for him. He dug through the stack till he found a particular chore so droll it hadn’t been tended to in years. It was perfectly terrible.
 
   “You can clean out the air ducts in the basement,” Goddard said while concealing a smirk. 
 
   “The basement? Isn’t that where Commander Stryd and his goons hang out?” Ash sounded nervous because he disliked the Commander of the Royal Guard, Sepultura Stryd. The man had always been a pain to deal with, and seeing the boy in his injured state would only give the Commander more ammunition to insult Ash with.
 
   “No, you’re thinking of the barracks,” Goddard replied.
 
   “He’s talking about the prison,” Shiva said, all the joy sucked from her face.
 
   “Prison? What prison?” Ash asked.
 
   “There’s a giant prison beneath the castle,” Aura said. “That’s where they keep the worst criminals in Hell.” 
 
   “Why underneath the castle though?” Ash questioned. “Wouldn’t they want to keep criminals far away from the royal family?”
 
   Goddard got a chuckle out of Ash’s question. “Do you think we would keep dangerous criminals so close to the royal family if it were even conceivable that they could pose a threat? Of course not! The prisoners all have seals placed on them to limit their strength and mobility. Once they arrive in their prison cells they become as weak as humans.”
 
   Ash winced at the mention of his former species. Goddard’s remark seemed personally aimed at him, but he could say nothing. The man was technically his boss, after all. Humans were just weaker than devils, and for that reason many devils looked down on the Earth-dwellers.
 
   The team followed Goddard out of their meeting room and down the hall to the staircase. They descended past the ground level and continued until the stairs ended. Much to Ash’s dismay they found themselves near the Royal Guard’s barracks. The boy breathed a sigh of relief as they passed by without a Stryd encounter. They kept moving to the end of the hall and through a door that Ash had not seen yet.
 
   The door led to a cramped circular stone stairwell, which the group moved quickly through and emerged into a narrow chamber with a large iron door and a single guard. 
 
   “Mr. von Gosick, sir! Lady Shiva! I certainly weren’t expectin’ no one, ‘specially you two, to come by this way ever!” The guard tensed up upon seeing his unexpected guests, as most of the Royal Guard would have in their presence. 
 
   “My associates here will be cleaning the prison ventilation system,” Goddard explained. “Please be aware of their presence down below and allow them in and out as they clean.” 
 
   “Yessir!” With an all-too-eager-to-please jolt of enthusiasm, the guard unbolted the enormous lock on the iron door and swung it open for them. 
 
   “I’ll give them a tour of the prison first. I’ll knock twice when we’re ready to come out.” The guard nodded his head in acknowledgment as he opened the door, allowing the team to pass through the prison entrance. Immediately Ash could see they were at the top of a large spiraling slope. The hall was large enough that all four of them could walk side by side and not touch the walls. As they began walking downward Goddard commenced his history speech.
 
   “This wasn’t always a prison, you know,” he said. “When God first sent the devils to Hell our numbers were few and the threat of demons was at its greatest. We had no protection. The first generation of devils had no choice but to burrow underground for safety. This prison was at one time the cradle of devil civilization. It was from these humble beginnings that they were able to build their castle and then expand to aboveground dwellings. Most of the credit is owed to the first-ever Royal Satan Family, who paved the way for all of Devilkind.”
 
   As they walked past the many branching hallways that housed the various prison cells, the team took notice of the prisoners inside. Ash tried not to look at them directly as he didn’t know how to act in the presence of condemned criminals. He felt sympathy for them being kept in such terrible conditions, but became conflicted knowing that most of them probably deserved their punishment.
 
   As the group descended the sloping hall and curved around the bend, Ash finally noticed the air ducts above them. He saw a round pipe large enough for a child to stand inside wrapping around the slope with them. Every time they passed a branching hall with prisoner cells the pipe branched off with it. The boy wasn’t sure how far down this spiral hall went or how long the branching halls were, but it was evident there would be a lot of ducts to clean.
 
   “The prisoners down here are all in for long-term sentences,” Goddard continued his history lesson. “They are arranged so that the lightest offenders are placed at the top, and the worst offenders are placed towards the bottom. Those are the prisoners that at one time posed a serious enough threat to the public that they have to be contained as thoroughly as possible. You see, the prisoners at the bottom are mostly all skilled warriors adept at using their soul power, meaning the soul seals on them need to be constantly renewed to keep them in check. It’d be best to stay away from them, and under no circumstances should you enter the bottom level of the prison.”
 
   Goddard paused and directed their attention towards the air ducts. “As you can see, the air ducts have hatches before every branching hall. One of you can stay down here to collect the dust and shuttle it out, while the other two go up into the ducts and shovel all the dust toward those hatches. I’ll let you decide who gets to be the lucky ones who get to crawl through the ducts.”
 
   “Thanks, but that won’t be necessary,” Shiva said. “These two will be going into the ducts,” she decided immediately and without consultation. The boys expected as much. Aura was beginning to have second thoughts about this job as he stared at the grimy tunnel of air ducts. If they looked that disgusting from the outside, he didn’t want to imagine the inside. 
 
   The group walked back up to the prison entrance where the guard was positioned. Goddard rapped twice on the iron door, and very slowly it creaked open. They exited the prison and Goddard showed them the small storage closet nearby. There they found a ladder for reaching the hatches, as well as a few small brooms. As Goddard explained once more how they should work, Ash began to wonder if the process couldn’t be simplified somehow.
 
   “How about instead of sweeping all the dust out of the ducts and carrying it outside, we just burn it right there inside the air duct?” His idea seemed much easier to himself and Aura, but Goddard quickly shot that plan down.
 
   “That would work if you didn’t care about the well-being of the inmates,” Goddard said. “If you were to start a fire inside the ducts, it would spread rapidly throughout the ventilation system since they’re full of highly combustible dust. The resulting blaze would rapidly raise the temperature down here. It wouldn’t take long for the entire prison to turn into a blazing inferno.”
 
   “Oh, I hadn’t thought of that…” Ash admitted.
 
   “That’s not even all of it,” Goddard continued. “What else does fire do? It uses oxygen. Creating such a blaze would suck all the oxygen out of this place. So now you have burning, suffocating prisoners. Not a pleasant scene, is it?”
 
   “Not really…”
 
   “And lets not forget that if you were up in the air ducts starting the fire, it would immediately consume you as well.”
 
   “I get it!” said Ash. “I won’t start a fire down here.”
 
   After pulling the ladder out of the storage closet, Goddard set it next to the wall by the prison door. He climbed the ladder and pulled on a stone in the wall. There was no clear indicator of a panel, but the section of the wall opened into a hidden hatchway leading to the air ducts. Goddard got down off the ladder and turned to his team. “Ready, boys?”
 
   Aura removed his jacket and followed Ash up the ladder and into the hatch. Shiva carried the ladder down to the first hatch in the duct system and waited for the boys to catch up. It was not an easy task for them; the air ducts were nearly filled to the top by several centuries’ worth of collected dust and grime. Goddard was not kidding around when he said the job hadn’t been attended to in a very long time. 
 
   The boys had to crawl on their hands and knees since they were too tall to stand in the ducts. Ash pushed forward through the dirt with his broom, for how long he was not sure, until he found the hatch and saw Shiva gazing up at him with a satisfied smirk. He impatiently struggled to open the sticky hatch door and dropped to the ground outside. Aura was right behind him.
 
   The boys landed on the cold stone floor and immediately began coughing, brushing the grime out of their hair and off their clothes. Having lived on a farm, Ash had helped his mom with all sorts of gross jobs, but never before had he encountered such nasty conditions. When their coughing fits were over, Shiva addressed them with her own particular dry sense of humor.
 
   “How was it?” she asked with a smile.
 
   “Horrible,” Aura replied.
 
   “We need facemasks,” Ash said.
 
   “I’ll see what I can do,” Shiva replied with no sense of urgency. “Now get back up there and start sweeping.”
 
   The boys begrudgingly reentered the ducts, this time to crawl down the adjacent halls and sweep the dust back towards the hatch where Shiva waited. The filth fell to the floor and Shiva swept it up into a neat pile, then shoveled it onto a wheelbarrow she found in the supply closet. She would then take the cart upstairs several floors, which was no easy task either, to be burned outside the castle. 
 
   It was miserable work for everyone involved, and even Aura began to long for their usual training regime. After five hours of sweeping and shoveling and hauling dust, the team decided to break for lunch. They ventured back upstairs to the castle’s cafeteria, a buffet-style lunchroom where the boys were accustomed to eating for free. Shiva rarely ate with them, but because of how exhausted she was today she decided to join her subordinates. 
 
   The three of them were terribly dirty. Ash and Aura, covered in dirt and dust, their clothes ruined and in desperate need of a washing. Shiva was cleaner than the boys, but soaked in sweat and dead tired from lugging the wheelbarrow up and down the stairs all morning. There was not much conversation while they ate, and although Ash was plenty hungry he could not stomach much food. His injuries, along with the dirty, miserable conditions he’d been exposed to ensured the rest of his day would likely suck. 
 
   Their relaxing break was abruptly ended by Shiva, anxious to get their dreadful assignment over with. With their heads held low the team returned to the prison basement. The same guard was still on duty there and welcomed them back. 
 
   “I forgot to mention it earlier,” said the guard, “but if’n ya see any rats in there, wouldja mind collectin’ them fer me?” The guard handed the boys a burlap sack to store the tiny demons in. “The inmates ain’t allowed to have any snacks,” he added.
 
   With that ghastly piece of information in mind, the boys went back to sweeping inside the air ducts. It didn’t take Ash long to run into his first rat nest. Demon rats looked a lot like Earth rats, but much uglier. Their eyes were twice as large and bulgy like a Chihuahua’s and they had a tall spiky spine running down the length of their backs. Ash squealed like a surprised girl when the first rat climbed out of the dust, hissing a warning not to come near its nest.
 
   “Sorry little fella,” Ash said. “This is for your own good.” The boy snatched up clumps of squealing babies and shoved them into the sack. When all that remained was the hissing mother, Ash attempted to grab it too. The demon finally retreated, forcing the boy to crawl after it. The rat made it to a grate directly above one of the cells occupied by a prisoner and fell through the slotted bars. Ash watched as the little demon fell to the floor before an inmate. 
 
   It took only a second for the inmate to notice the creature. To Ash’s surprise, the criminal lunged forward and pressed his body down on the rat. When he sat back up, the poor man held the squealing rat in his hands. Without stopping to even think about it, the prisoner shoved the rat into his mouth headfirst and bit down. After a couple seconds, the rat was all gone and the inmate was licking his fingers clean. Ash had to crawl away before he ended up puking on the poor man.
 
    
 
   The team worked tirelessly the entire day until they reached the end of the air ducts at the bottom of the prison. The boys climbed down from the hatch and relaxed as they waited for Shiva to return from dumping the last load. Ash’s white robe was now solid black and stunk to high Heaven. He and Aura both looked like they’d been working in a coal mine all day. After several minutes of catching their breath, the boys began to explore the final level of the prison.
 
   “What do you suppose is down here?” Aura asked. They took a moment to examine their surroundings, discovering that the air ducts actually ended before the hall. They’d reached the bottom of the spiral slope. There were no more branching hallways or prison cells to be found. The bottom room offered only two choices of paths, leading to two different doorways. This section of the prison was less finished, and when the stone-paved floor ended the path became one solid chunk of rock.
 
   “Well, we’re in a prison, so maybe some high-profile prisoners?” Ash said.
 
   “Do you really think Goddard would tell us to stay away from some prisoners that he assured us could never escape? I think it’s something else.”
 
   “Like what?” 
 
   “That I don’t know. Maybe it’s a weapon. Or some greater demons.”
 
   “Why would they keep greater demons alive down here?”
 
   The boys could hear Shiva walking down the spiral slope towards them. As interesting as the prison speculation was, Ash was anxious to get out. Being a mile underground was beginning to bring him down, figuratively speaking. “We can discuss this another time,” he whispered as Shiva approached.
 
   “What are you slackers still doing down here? I got a note from Goddard,” Shiva informed them. She held up the scrap of paper for the boys to see. 
 
   “Meet tomorrow at regular time for advanced flame training with Yazma Bethilda,” Ash read aloud. “Always straight to the point with his notes…”
 
   “About time!” Aura said in his most cheerful tone of the day. The lustful boy had been patiently awaiting his next encounter with the lovely flame instructor, as well.
 
   More flame training with Yazma? Ash thought. This could actually be fun.
 
   As the team began their ascension out of the spiral prison, Ash cast one last look back toward the ominous doors. Something was down there; something that Goddard did not want them to know about. A part of him couldn’t help but wonder if whatever was behind those doors could help him get back to Earth.
 
   



  
 


Chapter Four: Fish Out of Water
 
    
 
   “Oh no…” Ash froze, filled with dread.
 
   “Yes,” Aura insisted.
 
   “Did you lead me here on purpose!?”
 
   “Ash, buddy… you stink.”
 
   “I don’t want to…”
 
   “You need to. You have to!” 
 
   “Please don’t make me,” Ash begged. “I’ll clean myself off in the bathroom sink even if it takes all night, I promise!”
 
   “You make it seem like it’s the worst thing in the world! Is it really that awkward for a human to use a public bathhouse?”
 
   The two boys stood outside North Hell’s premiere public bathhouse. The artificial sun was but a dim ball in an orange sky now. Lady Shiva dismissed them and excused herself almost immediately after the team emerged from the basement prison. She was fortunate enough to have her own private bathing quarters, however. Ash and Aura had understandably never seen the Royal Family’s private bath or been invited to use it.
 
   This was Ash’s second visit to the bathhouse, and as a young adult from America he was less than comfortable with all the male nudity he encountered. The thought of returning to that awkwardness made him want to skip the shower, even if bathing was an essential part of everyday life.
 
   Aura practically had to drag Ash through the front door to the bathhouse, or at least that’s how it felt to him. Inside, Aura was kind enough to pay for the trip. He tossed a few skorch coins down on the counter and winked at the female receptionist. 
 
   “Hope to see you in there,” he said with a charming smile and a playful wink.
 
   “You can take my place if you want,” Ash offered the girl.
 
   Aura pushed him toward the curtain that lead to the men’s locker room. Through the flimsy velvet cloth they entered into a world of cold, fleshy male nudity. Ash kept his eyes glued resolutely to the stone floor. He trusted Aura to lead him through the sea of various degrees of stripping and dressing men. 
 
   Aura stopped pulling when they arrived at some vacant lockers. Aura wasted no time in taking his jacket, shirt and shoes off but Ash stood frozen stiff. Aura dropped his pants so that he was standing in only his underwear and gauntlet. Ash managed to look up at last, unafraid of his friend’s near-nudity. He saw it almost every day at home, anyway.
 
   “Our objective is to become strong enough to defeat the Prince of Hell,” said Aura, switching to a more business-like tone. He had to keep talking to get Ash moving. “That’s a lofty goal because Prince Darko is the strongest man in Hell. If we want to beat him we’re going to need to get a lot stronger. It’s going to take a long time. It’s going to take a lot of training. And most importantly, it’s going to take a lot of sweating. So if you don’t learn to get comfortable enough with seeing a couple of naked dudes every once in a while, you’re going to stink to Heaven by the time we’re that strong.”
 
   Ash, who seemed to get Aura’s point, sighed deeply and pulled his dirty servant robe off. All he had underneath was a smelly tanktop and a pair of boxers that were too tight. Aura had already dropped trow and was shoving his clothing and gauntlet into his locker. He grabbed a couple of towels from a nearby bin and wrapped an extra one around his black hand. 
 
   “I’m going into the bath,” Aura said, wrapping himself in a towel. He threw another one over to Ash. “You coming or what?”
 
   “Yeah, okay!” Ash said, hustling out of his clothes finally. “You were saying?” 
 
   Ash carried the filthy clothing with him since he needed to clean them off to wear home. With his towel tied tightly around his waist, he followed his friend through another door and into the bathroom. And what a bathroom it was! Twice as large as the pool area at Ash’s local YMCA on Earth, if the Y was filled with kiddy pools only. None of the baths were deeper than four feet. Just deep enough to sit in comfortably.
 
   While his mission for the night was to become more comfortable with using the bathhouse, Ash still felt the best way to do that was to not look around too much. He kept his eyes on Aura’s shoulders as they marched across the room, dodging from side to side to avoid the various patrons. Some of them were even small children.
 
   On one occasion a little boy actually ran into Ash’s leg and clung to him tightly. The little boy shouted something unintelligible while laughing, and Ash felt the dreaded awkwardness setting in again. He tried to gently dislodge the child but was unsuccessful until the boy’s father came along and convinced the child to let go. All the while Aura stood by trying to conceal a fit of laughter.
 
   Finally at an opening for a bath with very few men inside, the boys stepped into the hot steamy water. Ash had to admit, as much as he hated how uncomfortable the atmosphere was at the bathhouse, the actual bath was well worth it. It was essentially like bathing in a freshwater hot tub, complete with jets! Ash wasn’t entirely sure how the jets were created though.
 
   He pondered on that while Aura dropped to his knees and soaked himself, making sure to dip his head below the water and rinse his hair. He grabbed a nearby floating bucket and removed some shampoo-like paste, rubbing the goo all over himself with the towel that covered his death touch hand. He was practically clean by the time Ash finally stepped into the water.
 
   His wounded right leg stung as he submerged it in the hot water and the boy silently cried out in pain. After a couple seconds it didn’t hurt so bad, and Ash bravely continued lowering his body. As he feared, quickly dropping his arms under the water, they too stung with pain. He knew it had to be done, or else his wounds might get infected. Ash soldiered through the pain, dipped himself in up to his neck. The steaming-hot water worked wonders on the boy’s body, and for once he felt completely relaxed.
 
   “What kind of people do you think the rebels are, if they really exist?” asked Ash.
 
   “Oh?” said Aura. “Thinking about asking if you can join them?”
 
   “I guess it depends on what they want,” said Ash, trying to keep his voice low. He didn’t want any of the other people in the water to hear their conversation. “If all they want is to overthrow the King and Prince, that would actually work to our advantage. Maybe if we helped them, they’d even let us go back to Earth.”
 
   “It’s definitely possible,” said Aura. “Maybe we can catch one without Shiva around and do our own little interrogation.”
 
   “Shiva…” Ash looked down, feeling guilty. “I won’t help any rebels that want to hurt her, though. She may be part of the Royal Family, but she’s the first friend I ever made here.”
 
   Their conversation was cut short by a rowdy group of middle-aged men joining them in the tub. Ash had to divert his eyes since none of the men had the courtesy to wear a towel. Aura dipped his head under the water and emerged to see Ash, still waiting with his head hovering above the water. The boy had a look on his face that suggested a disturbing thought had just dawned on him.
 
   “What now?” Aura asked.
 
   “I don’t want to stick my head under,” Ash said.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because… it’s gross.”
 
   “How so?” 
 
   “We’re all friggin’ naked! I don’t want to stick my head in the same water our junk is submerged in!”
 
   Aura scooped out some more of the soapy-goo and then pushed the floating bucket towards Ash. Ash grabbed for the bucket, hoping to finally get a look (and smell) of Hell’s version of shampoo. While he was distracted contemplating what the ‘soap’ was made of, Aura chucked his handful of it. The gunk landed square in Ash’s face. He wiped it off with his hands while shouting in fits of anger until Aura jumped on him.
 
   The two boys wrestled until Ash, blinded, slipped and toppled under the water. While he was under Aura kept one hand on his shoulder, holding his friend down while he rubbed soap in his hair with his toweled hand. When Ash finally started to throw serious punches, Aura finally released him and jumped back.
 
   “Damn it, Aura!” Ash shouted between coughing and gasping for air. But Aura was already out of the bath by the time Ash could fully open his eyes. The boy saw his retreating friend ducking into the hall that led to the sauna but decided to not pursue him. He’d been dunked under the water, and that was as far as he was willing to go during this excursion. Maybe next time he’d explore a little more, but for now he wanted to focus on washing his clothes and getting out of there.
 
   Gaining confidence, Ash pushed himself away from the edge of the bath and glided backwards. He’d always been good at treading water on his back in the lake and finally felt relaxed. The pleasant moment of fine memories lasted just up until he floated headfirst into an old man butt. Ash immediately got up and left the bath. 
 
   Alright, this trip is ruined, thought Ash. Better luck next time! And screw washing the clothes, I’ll wear them home dirty!
 
   He grabbed his pile of dirty servants clothing as he headed for the exit. His sopping wet towel dripped on the warm tile floor, which was surprisingly slippery. Ash was in too much of a hurry and becoming lightheaded from the steamy temperature. When a sudden pain shot through his injured leg, the boy stumbled and slipped in a puddle. He dropped face-first to the floor. The next thing Ash saw was a torrent of concerned nude men surrounding him to offer their help.
 
   I hate this place so much, he thought.
 
    
 
   Aura was on the move through the bathhouse. He made a point to steer clear of the sauna. He hated the idea of sitting in a cramped hot room with naked men and longed for the day when a bathhouse would incorporate a ‘mixed gender’ section. Instead the boy returned to the main lobby. The hall there separated the men’s side from the women’s side. Aura took a seat on a bench in the middle of the hall, staring at the wall that bordered the women’s bath.
 
   Okay, here goes, Aura thought, holding his black hand up to his eyes. Let’s see what I can do. “Soul sight!”
 
   The young man strained his eyes and for a moment they shone brightly and his death touching hand emitted a small electric current that jumped to his eyeballs. As a death toucher, Aura had realized at a young age that he could do many things that were not normal for a young devil. He had access to his own soul in ways that no one else could. Lately he had discovered that he could use this power for things other than death touching.
 
   Soul sight was what he called the latest trick he’d been working on. By focusing his soul power into his eyes and directing his gaze towards the wall to the women’s bath, the pervy young man hoped to accomplish an amazing new talent: the ability to see a living person’s soul, even through walls.
 
   Nothing happened at first. Then, slowly, smoky-looking shapes began to form in front of him. The apparitions all moved like people, and began to take the forms of their bodies. The cloudy people moved around and acted just like normal people in the bath. Normal women in the bath. Unfortunately, the souls were only roughly human in shape, and not at all revealing enough to please the boy. Aura blinked and discovered the ability worked even with his eyelids closed.
 
   I’ve done it! I’ve mastered the ability to spy on people wherever and whenever I want! This is so awesome! The boy was so excited he couldn’t help chuckling maniacally to himself.
 
   Unbeknownst to him the receptionist had been watching the entire time. She saw the boy sit down in the hall and glare at the wall for several minutes. The thing Aura was not aware of was that the face he made while doing so, which to an onlooker like the receptionist, appeared quite suspicious. Closing his eyes and chuckling to himself didn’t help his image any either. The receptionist considered sending someone over to have the weird boy removed.
 
    
 
   Ash ended up in a pool with most of the men who’d picked him off the floor when he slipped. They all sat in a circle with their backs against the edge of the bath, and for the moment Ash had given up. He was unable to see any of the men’s bodies below the water anyway, so he felt like he could relax while his clothing soaked. 
 
   In all the shuffling around Ash took notice of the men’s various body scars and burns. These men had all at one point in their lives been involved in a demon attack, just like Ash had faced that morning. The boy looked down at his own scars and wondered if showing off their battle scars gave the men some common ground. Something that they could even bond over.
 
   Maybe I will try that sauna, Ash thought, feeling less ashamed of his nudity.
 
   He bid his new friends farewell and thanked them for helping him up. With his towel and soaking wet clothing in hand, Ash made his way toward the sauna. He disappeared through the door and avoided the hall where Aura sat peeping, finding his way to the sauna. He stepped inside fully prepared for what he might see.
 
   To his luck, there was no one inside. The sauna was empty, or at least Ash thought it was. It was really too steamy to tell. Ash could barely see his hand when he held it in front of his face. He was about to call out but realized that would seem silly to anyone who might actually be inside. Instead he silently crept forward, making sure not to step on any hidden toes.
 
   Feeling around with his arms in front of him, Ash found a wall. There was a wooden bench to sit on, so Ash took one last silent look around to see if he could get an idea of how large the sauna room was. The steam was too heavy to see all the walls, but he thought if anyone were in the room with him, he’d have heard them make a sound by now. The boy was certain he was alone.
 
   Ash decided to relax and enjoy it, so he took a seat on the wooden bench. The wood felt soft and squishy on his bottom and he thought that was very odd. Only when he heard a guttural growl did the boy fully realize his mistake. He’d sat on a man. A very large man.
 
   At once the flustered boy jumped up, shouting an incoherent apology.
 
   An enormous flame burst suddenly, clearing a portion of the steam in the room. The flames came from the angry person, and in the split second the steam cleared Ash caught a glimpse of the man he now faced. It was someone he knew well.
 
   Not you again…
 
   Dunger, a huge muscular man Ash had fought before in his earlier romps through Hell, charged forward at the boy. The giant baldy grappled with the teen until Ash was tossed through the wall of the sauna. He rolled, climbed to his feet, and turned to run away. A smart move, except that he was too tired and in too much pain from his injuries to effectively evade his pursuer.
 
   That, and he took off running in the direction of one of the baths. He plunged in without thinking about how stupid a move it was and only when he had made it to the middle of the pool did he stop to think about where he was. How would he fight waist-deep in water?
 
   No time to think. Ash turned to see if Dunger was still after him. He barely turned around in time to see Dunger fly through the air and strike downward. Ash was only able to avoid the attack because of his training with Shiva. His dodging reflexes had become more alert than he ever thought possible.
 
   Dunger’s fist connected with the floor of the pool, and not being a very sound structure, the whole bath caved in. Ash was caught in the resulting whirlpool and went down with the current. He splashed to a halt on a hard floor below, apparently in the bathhouse basement. Down here, men and women worked to keep fires burning hot under the bottoms of the baths.
 
   The employees became very concerned, as they weren’t all that accustomed to customers breaking through the bottoms of the baths.  They started shouting directions at one another, going through their emergency protocol. Ash wasn’t paying attention to them. He was more concerned about his own nudity again, having lost his towel. By a great stroke of luck, a wet towel came floating by. He didn’t care if it was used; he snatched it up and wrapped the towel around his waist.
 
   Dunger was back on his feet, smiling and cracking his knuckles as he moved in on Ash. The ruffian stepped forward readying a small fireball in his hand. He held his arm forward, palm pointing at Ash, and fired. The ball of flame blasted forward at the boy, but it was slower than the fireballs Shiva conjured. Once again Ash knew he could evade. In just one fluid pivoting sidestep with his good leg, Ash formed a comparable fireball and returned fire at Dunger before the man even knew his own attack had missed.
 
   The bathhouse employees continued to run around hectically trying to plug up the hole in the bath but their attempts were slowly failing. More and more water was pouring down and before long that entire bath was drained. Now the employees set their sights on the two brawling strangers.
 
   “You two! Stop fighting!”
 
   “You’re not supposed to be down here!”
 
   “Take it outside, right now!”
 
   Ash realized that was probably the right move to make at the time, and while Dunger was still reeling from the fireball to his face, the teen took off for the nearest door. Employees waved him in the right direction while a couple of men moved in on Dunger. But the brute would not stop yet, and after coming to his senses again he resumed the chase.
 
   Ash entered a stairwell and climbed to the top. The door deposited him in a hallway, and a nearby sign directed him to the exit. A smile spread across his face, feeling a moment of joy at the thought of his successful escape. He barreled out the exit unaware that it was an exit into a back alley. He immediately plowed into some garbage cans that belonged to the restaurant next door and toppled over.
 
   There he sat in a pile of thrown out demon fast-food as Dunger stepped through the door. The giant man walked slowly, chuckling to himself about Ash’s situation.
 
   “You really want to fight me that bad?” Ash said, picking a few strands of pasta out of his hair. “I’m injured, man! I can’t even fight right now!”
 
   Dunger lit a retaliatory fireball in his hand anyway. 
 
   “You would…” Ash grumbled. In the tight alley his escape routes were limited. He could run towards Dunger, but that would be risky and likely not work out. If he turned around and ran, Dunger’s fireball would probably hit him anyway, unless he did a fancy dodge roll or something. Ash hesitated. That sounded painful what with his wounds.
 
   Dunger pointed his flame at the boy. Just as Ash came up with an idea for a getaway, the idea became irrelevant. Dunger’s fireball shot forward. Ash stood. Then the mysterious mustachioed old man came back, stepping in front of the fireball with only a raised hand to defend himself. Ash was horrified for a split second as the fire wrapped around the old man, engulfing his upper body.
 
   “No!” Ash screamed.
 
   Then the flames began to rotate. They shrunk and grew and swirled together, forming into a new fireball that rested safely in the old man’s hand. The surprising senior smiled, his upper body not burnt in the slightest.
 
   “Flame thief,” the old man said. “The ability to overpower one’s flames with your own. Just mix in your flames little by little, and eventually the enemy’s control will weaken and their flames will become yours.” Ash was in awe of his savior’s skill once more. Dunger froze, terrified, as he stared into the face of the old man. 
 
   “So how about it, sir?” the old man asked. “Care to try it out on me?”
 
   The old man pointed his enormous fireball straight at Dunger. Dunger made the smartest decision of his night and fled without so much as a backwards glance. The old man smiled happily and extinguished the flame. He turned around and extended a helping hand to Ash, pulling the boy up to his feet.
 
   “That’s twice you’ve saved me now,” Ash said, brushing the remaining garbage off. “I can’t thank you enough. My name is Ash. Please, tell me yours.”
 
   “You’re very welcome Ash,” the old man said. “You may call me Wil.”  Wil brushed some chopped demon meat off Ash’s shoulder and placed his sturdy hand there. “I’m just doing my duty. After all, children are the future.”
 
   “Sure…Um," Ash stammered to think of a suitable question to ask his twice-savior. "You suppose that guy will leave me alone from now on?" was the best he could come up with.
 
   "I should think not," Wil said. Ash deflated. "Don't worry though. It's a nice thing to have a sparring partner and rival. Someone to keep you on your toes, making sure you’re always improving and getting stronger. You’ll come to admire him in the future, just you wait and see.”
 
   "Maybe if he wasn't a complete psycho," said Ash. "Besides, I have enough sparring partners already."
 
   "You are the same Ash that defeated that crazed Apsat Glumb a month ago, are you not?"
 
   "Yeah, but no one knows that! The stupid Royal Guard covered it all up and said Commander Stryd was the one who beat him. No one would even believe that I could have. I mean, look at me!" Ash gestured to his battle scarred, near naked, garbage-covered body. He was in a sorry state.
 
   "But you know you did it. And your friends know you did it. And most importantly, Commander Stryd knows you did it. Its only a matter of time until the story of the invincible Ash Kaplan starts to spread," Wil said with a cheerier tone.
 
   "You really think they'll start calling me the invincible Ash Kaplan?"
 
   "They will if you give them a reason to." At that, Wilhelm tipped his top hat and turned to go. "Think on that. Now if you'll excuse me, I have a very important dinner date." Wil left Ash standing in the alley, still naked except for the damp towel wrapped around his waist.
 
   Ash was speechless.
 
   The next thing he knew, the bathhouse door opened once more and several men were shoving someone else out into the alley.
 
   “What gives?” Aura shouted. “I wasn’t doing anything! You can’t kick me out! I’m leaving!”
 
   After yelling his last words at the employees, who had already shut the door on him, Aura turned to see his best friend standing there.
 
   “Hello Aura,” Ash said, trying to conceal his temper. None of this would have happened if Aura hadn’t dunked him in the bath and left.
 
   “Hey buddy,” Aura replied, surprised to not only see his friend standing in the alley, but also at his friend’s lack of clothing. “Don’t tell me all that racket I heard in there was from you?”
 
   “Let’s just go home now, okay?” Ash said, trying to let go of his aggression.
 
   “Sure thing,” Aura agreed. “Um, do you think you could go inside and get my clothes? I’m probably not allowed back in there…”
 
   “I don’t think I am, either…” Ash replied.
 
   Well, the boys thought, this will be an interesting walk home in our towels…
 
   



  
 


Chapter Five: Fire it Up!
 
    
 
   That same night, after a mad dash through Hell’s back alleys on their way back to their flat, Ash told Aura about the old man showing up and saving him again. 
 
   “His name was Wil,” said Ash. “He had white hair with a big white mustache. You know any Wil’s that might fit that description?”
 
   “That’s a fairly common name. I know a bunch of Wil’s, but no old man Wil’s. Unless…”
 
   “Unless what?” Ash asked with anticipation. The level of thought that Aura seemed lost in was unusually deep for the boy. After a moment, he snapped out of it.
 
   “No, never mind,” said Aura. “That wouldn’t make any sense…”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The next morning as the flames rose through the dark sky to create the kingdom’s sun, the two boys awoke. They were both in good spirits. Ash was particularly excited to learn more about controlling his flame. It took him a while to get the hang of it, but after coming into contact with God’s Blessing his firepower had awoken. He could create it with no problems now, but do little else besides shoot it directly forward or just hold it.
 
   Aura outfitted Ash with an older jacket he had laying around, similar in style to his favorite black and blue jacket. Ash tried wearing it like Aura usually does, with the jacket slung over his shoulders and buttoned on at the neck just like a cape. He decided only one man at a time could pull off a jacket-cape, and that man was Aura Draxler. 
 
   The two headed off to work. At the castle entrance, like every other day, they were stopped and made to push the giant gates open themselves. They groaned and glared at the royal guards, hoping their little recurring joke would come to an end soon. Through the courtyard, past all the desperate bureaucrats and scholars, and up the stairs to the castle gate. Again, they are met by the same unfunny joke. “Pull the gates open yourself.” Big laughs all around.
 
   The boys made their way through the castle and swung by the cafeteria, grabbing handfuls of finger food from the free employee buffet. Some of it they stuffed into their mouths and some of it they stuffed into their pockets. They’d come to realize that Shiva wasn’t always the best at judging when it was lunchtime; so in order to ensure they got fed on time the boys began collecting rations at the beginning of their day. 
 
   After a quick breakfast they walked through the elaborately decorated stone halls of Castle Hell and wound up at the small inner courtyard where their morning sparring sessions were held. Only this time it was so much better. The lovely Yazma Bethilda, someone Ash had once thought of as a ‘goth beauty’, stood waiting in one of her usual form-hugging black dresses, a beacon of femininity. Shiva was also there, doing her own thing.
 
   “Good to be working with you again, Ash,” Yazma said, smiling like a pageant winner. Ordinarily she taught young children, so getting to tutor an adult was like a vacation for her. She also felt honored to be selected to work with the blossoming celebrity that was the half-human in Hell. And to a lesser extent, she was also proud to be working with the Lady Satan and that bizarre death touching kid that wouldn’t stop hitting on her.
 
   “Glad to have you back, ma’am,” Ash blushed. He had a small crush on Yazma, but it’d probably never work out between them. 
 
   “And I’m glad to once again be bathed in the radiant glow of your beauty, miss,” Aura said, one of his more theatrical pick-up lines. 
 
   Yazma ignored Aura entirely and pulled Ash aside. “Okay Ash, do you remember everything I taught you so far?”
 
   “More or less,” Ash said with confidence.
 
   “Lets review some of the basics real quick, just you and I.”
 
   While those two were busy with their private reflection, Aura got over his recent dismissal and studied Shiva. She hasn’t said a word yet, he thought. She’d normally start out the morning by shouting her voice hoarse. Not today though. Instead she seems distant. Her mind is definitely preoccupied with something, but what? Come to think of it, her behavior the other day was kinda odd as well. Could she be hiding something? What would she have to hide? She’s the most boring person in the kingdom! The boy thought on it for a few minutes while Yazma drolled away with Ash.
 
   Then it struck him: what if Shiva is hiding a boyfriend? That must be it! She spends all day with us, but we have no idea what she does after work. She doesn’t have any friends. She could totally be dating someone and not want us to know about it! From now on, I’m going to be on high alert for any suspicious males casting admirable glances at the ‘Lady’ Shiva. Also, maybe it’d be fun to go tail her after work.
 
   “It seems like you got the basics, Ash,” Yazma said. “Why don’t we get on with today’s lesson: advanced flame creation.”
 
   “Let’s do it! Where do we begin?”
 
   “We already learned how to create flame,” said Yazma. “But in that lesson, we learned how to form flame that emits from the palm of the hand. We did so because the palm is the best appendage to emit from. There are many theories as to why, but they all boil down to one simple explanation: it’s just the easiest.
 
   “But today I’m going to show you how to form flame from a smaller source, the tip of your finger. Why would you want to form flame there? Because, a smaller focal point takes much more concentration and control. This has the added benefit of being a much more controllable flame.”
 
   Yazma held up her pointer finger. “Now do as I do, and try to emit from the tip of your finger.” The three followed her lead. Not surprisingly, Shiva and Aura did so immediately. This was still pretty simple stuff to them. Ash on the other hand, who was the primary pupil of this lesson, struggled with it a bit.
 
   Even with his hand balled up and pointer finger extended, his flame naturally emitted from his palm. This resulted in his hand spontaneously bursting into flames several times. Each time his flames tingled his hand till it tickled. He watched as the flame went from engulfing his entire hand, to just his pointer finger, and then finally the flames started trickling up until they emitted only from the tip of his pointer.
 
   Aura gave an encouraging nod. Shiva rolled her eyes, painfully bored at something she considered child’s play. 
 
   “Well done, Ash,” said Yazma. “Now, focus on that spot, emit, and separate the flame to form a fireball.”
 
   Again, Shiva and Aura were able to do this immediately, and had already done so. Ash took a little longer, but like the first time did get it eventually. With a little concentration, he could dance a pebble-sized fire pellet off the tip of his pointer. The next exercise was a little trickier. They had to switch between forming flame on their right hand and left hand as quickly as possible. At last, Shiva was defeated! This time, like Ash, she was stuck slowly switching from right to left.
 
   Aura on the other hand was extremely proficient at the drill, and could switch between right and left hand rapidly and even emit flames from both hands at the same time. He hoped his skill would win him favor with Yazma.
 
   “How about we leave these two to practice for a moment while you give me a more private lesson?” he said while he juggled his fireballs, moving in closer to the teacher.
 
   Yazma sidestepped Aura, ignoring him once again. She continued to coach her less seductive pupils. “You’re doing good, just keep working at it. Take all the time you need. No pressure. There, you’re getting it. Good job. Shiva, maybe you should take a break.”
 
   Shiva, her mind still somewhere else, was being left behind by Ash. Within only an hour of working at it, Ash was up to Aura’s level of skill. He could emit flame from both his pointer fingers and rapidly switch between hands. Shiva could do it too, but at a much slower pace. Maybe if her heart was in it like usual she could switch faster. Meanwhile Aura was keeping himself busy by practicing emitting ten tiny flames from the tips of all ten of his fingers. It was no easy task, and with Yazma around he couldn’t find the concentration to make it work.
 
    
 
   After another hour of training, Aura discovered why Shiva had been seriously spacing out all morning. Their training was interrupted when someone he’d never met before entered the courtyard unexpectedly. Well, almost unexpectedly.
 
   “Grandpa!” Shiva shrieked like an excited little girl when she noticed the old man saunter in to the courtyard. She contained herself, embarrassed, and quietly rushed to his side. The boys also diverted their attention towards him. Ash recognized the old man at once.
 
   “That’s him! That’s Wil!” Ash said to Aura.
 
   “No way…” Aura said in disbelief. “I didn’t think it’d really be that ‘Wil’…” Guess that explains her odd behavior these last few days, Aura thought. She was happy because she knew her grandfather would be dropping by soon.
 
   After greeting his granddaughter, the old man joined the group.
 
   “Wilhelm Satan,” he reintroduced himself to Ash and the gang. “So the fates have it that we meet again, Ash. I hope my presence will not be an intrusion today?” 
 
   “Not at all, my Lord.” Yazma curtsied respectfully. “It would be my honor to show my teaching skills to my Lord.”
 
   “Aura this is the old guy that keeps popping up and saving me!” Ash said. Aura did not reply. He got down on one knee instead, with his head bowed in respect to the former King. 
 
   “Arise little Draxler,” Wilhelm said to him, grasping him by the shoulders and lifting him to his feet. “I am no longer the reigning Satan. There is no need for such formalities anymore.”
 
   Suddenly Ash felt very silly for having acted so candidly in front of Wilhelm all this time. Even Aura, the womanizing slacker, showed his respect! Shiva’s grandfather, the previous ruler of Hell, must have been one great man. 
 
   “Wait, Grandpa, when did you meet him?” Shiva asked.
 
   “Ohhh,” the old Satan mumbled. “Ash and I have bumped into each other around town on several occasions.”
 
   The previous King Satan has seen me naked, Ash thought in despair.
 
   “Don’t tell me…” Shiva said. “Gramps, did you take time off from working in the West just so you could follow Ash around?” Shiva was back to her normal self and shouting now. “You told me you took time off work to come and see me!”
 
   “Uhh, well, umm, you see…” Old Satan struggled to find the right words with his angry granddaughter pressing him. 
 
   “I can’t believe she yells at even her own grandpa,” Ash whispered.
 
   “I can,” Aura replied.
 
   “That’s an odd family dynamic for sure,” Yazma added.
 
   When Shiva’s anger was satisfied the lesson continued. Wilhelm sat down in the grass nearby to be a spectator. No one objected to his being there, and Ash even suspected the Old Satan might teach him a few more of his tricks.
 
   “Right, well it looks like you’ve all got the hang of emitting flame from a finer point,” Yazma said. “Next we’ll test your maximum flame output capacity.” 
 
   “That sounds hard,” said Ash.
 
   “It’s easier than it sounds,” Yazma said trying to sound encouraging. “All you have to do is keep forming a fireball until you can’t supply any more flames. Lady Shiva, why don’t you start us out and show your grandfather what you can do?”
 
   Shiva was all too willing to oblige, eager to show off for Wilhelm. She held her hands out and started making a small fireball grow between them. It started out marble sized, but quickly became the size of a baseball. She concentrated, pumping even more flame into it and soon it was basketball sized. After holding the blazing orb for a minute she was already becoming tired. 
 
   She got it to the size of a beach ball before finally gasping for breath and stopping. The girl held her creation in one hand while shooting a cocky, triumphant smile at her subordinates. She didn’t think they could top it. Aura shrugged, sauntered up next to her, winked at Yazma, and held out both his hands palms-up. It took him no more than thirty seconds to create not one, but two fireballs of equal size to Shiva’s. The exertion cost him, as he could only hold the fireballs long enough to cast a mocking smile in Shiva’s direction before they fizzled out. He looked to Yazma for a compliment, certain she’d have to acknowledge him now.
 
   “Let’s see what you can do, Ash,” Yazma said, clearly unimpressed with Aura’s display. The boy deflated as Shiva scowled and Wilhelm clapped.
 
   It was Ash’s turn at last. The nervous boy stepped before his friends, unsure of how this was going to go down. He seriously doubted he could outperform Aura, who had clearly shown that he was more capable than anyone expected. Ash held his hands out like Shiva did to form one fireball between them. 
 
   With a determined grunt Ash began emitting flames from his palms, feeding it all into one collective globe. The ball grew quickly with no signs of slowing down. It only took seconds for his flame to reach a size so large that he could no longer hold it between his hands. Instead he had to thrust his hands upward, holding the enormous fireball above his head. 
 
   His company was impressed. There were equal parts confusion and admiration among them. The admiration came from Yazma and Wilhelm, while Ash’s teammates supplied the confusion. The fireball continued to grow. It was nearly as large as Ash himself, and he wasn’t even tired yet. 
 
   “That’s great Ash, you can stop now!” Yazma’s voice rang out.
 
   The teen’s fireball was far too large to hold on to anymore. The boy wasn’t sure what to do with the giant ball of flames now. He thought about letting it dissolve, but that might be dangerous. Instead, he came up with a more practical solution: he aimed toward the artificial sun and fired it off. Only after he let it go did he think about the safety of anyone who might be flying directly above him.
 
   Ash’s big ball of flame traveled slowly and safely through the sky, making it to the artificial sun to be absorbed. The sun shined a little brighter that afternoon, bathing the Kingdom in a beautiful, hot, sunny day.
 
   “Again,” Wilhelm ordered.
 
   “Excuse me?” Ash said.
 
   “Quickly now, again!” The old Satan barked at the boy.
 
   Ash obeyed. This time he stuck out his arms up and began forming another fireball. It took only a few seconds longer this time, but still his fireball reached a size he could not hold on to for very long. Yazma and Wilhelm watched in silent admiration. It could have just been Ash’s imagination, but he could have sworn Aura looked jealous. Shiva definitely looked jealous.
 
   “Now separate it into two fireballs,” old Satan ordered.
 
   Ash tried pulling the fireball apart by separating his arms, but the two halves quickly sputtered out of control and burnt out. Ash dropped his arms to his sides, disappointed at failing.
 
   “His refresh rate is incredible, and I’ve never seen such a flame stock for a beginner,” Yazma said to Wilhelm.
 
   “Is that good?” Ash asked. “That sounds good…”
 
   “Indeed,” Wilhelm confirmed. “The boy could become a master if he learned some control.” 
 
   “What!” Shiva exclaimed. Aura grinned pleasantly, suddenly okay with his best friend being better than him at something, as long as it annoyed Shiva.
 
   “I could be a flame master…?” Ash repeated, loving the sound of it.
 
   “Yes, but it will take a long time and a lot of effort,” Yazma said. “Lady Shiva, Aura, please create another fireball using as much of your fire power as you can.”
 
   Shiva and Aura obeyed and created more flames, but neither was comparable to Ash’s. The two admittedly felt inferior now, and their flames showed it. Neither could manage to create a fireball larger than their previous attempts. But there was another reason their flames were weaker, as they were about to find out.
 
   “Our next exercise is to work on our flame refresh rates,” Yazma explained. “That is, how long it takes to create more flames at your maximum output.”
 
   “I don’t get it,” Ash said.
 
   “Figures,” Shiva scoffed, fed up with his stupidity and natural talent.
 
   “Lady Shiva, would you like to explain?” Yazma asked.
 
   With determination in the presence of her family, Shiva launched into her explanation. “As we’ve all clearly seen, everyone has a different amount of flame stock they can draw from inside them. When this stock is depleted, the amount of time it takes to replenish is called the ‘refresh rate.’ Obviously the quicker your refresh rate is, the faster you’ll be able to conjure more flames.”
 
   “That’s correct,” Yazma smiled. “Good answer.” Shiva beamed with pride as her grandfather shot her a pleased smile and a thumbs up.
 
   “So I have an impressive stock and a fast refresh rate?” Ash asked.
 
   “Correct, but the brunt of your training will be focusing on control. Without control, your fireballs will be wild and nowhere near as strong as your potential allows.” Yazma turned to the other two. “You two will be working on increasing your flame stock and refresh rates,” she said to Shiva and Aura.
 
   Shiva drooped, disappointed at being lumped into training sessions with Draxler. Her grandfather put a comforting hand on her shoulder and smiled, while twirling his big white mustache.
 
   “Do not be disappointed,” Wilhelm said. “I am impressed with your friends, but you too have come a long way since our last meeting.” Shiva cracked a smile and turned red with embarrassment. Her grandfather always had a way of making her feel special.
 
   “Alright, let’s begin,” Yazma said. The rest of the afternoon was spent working on their flames. Shiva and Aura practiced by creating fireballs as large as they could stand to make, dissolving them, and then immediately trying to recreate another fireball. They quickly discovered the limits of their own flame stocks. 
 
   Shiva exhausted herself quickly by trying to rush through the exercise. By the time they were ready to break for lunch, she could hardly create a flame at all. Aura was doing better, but still could not create any more than two fireballs of differing sizes within a ten-minute timeframe. Sweat dripped down his forehead, as it was the hardest he’d worked himself in years.
 
   Why am I working so hard? Aura pondered to himself while taking a break. He thought on as he wiped more sweat from his body. It’s not like I need to impress Yazma anymore… Is it because Wil’s here? Or maybe, because of Ash… That kid’s got talent. Just when I think I have him figured out, he finds new ways to surprise me. Maybe we really could go to Earth some day. That’s why I have to work hard. I have to keep up with Ash!
 
   Their training paled in comparison to the half-human’s, who had been instructed to work on separating his fireball into smaller increments. He’d start by forming an orb the size of a basketball, and then trying to split it down the middle. Most of the time it would result in him pulling it apart too forcefully, causing the flames to rage out of control and die out quickly. Then he’d have to work at calming those flames once more and forming them back into balls.
 
   He experimented with flames of various sizes, going smaller and smaller figuring it would be easier to control a smaller amount. When he reached the smallest size possible and still could not do it, Yazma thought it would be appropriate to break for lunch. It was much later than noon, after all.
 
   Ash and Aura headed for the castle’s free cafeteria, while Shiva and her grandfather broke for… wherever they ate at. Yazma mentioned how she didn’t expect them all to advance so quickly in their training. They had reached the next stage, advanced flame control, and headed back to her school to retrieve something she said would help the group to learn some control.
 
   When everyone returned an hour later, Yazma had already set up her teaching tools. All around the courtyard were hoops of various sizes attached to poles sticking out of the ground. Some of the hoops extended a few feet off the ground and a few of them were barely hovering inches above the grass. 
 
   “We’ll all focus on learning to control our flames more precisely now,” Yazma instructed. “The goal of this exercise is to pass a fireball through each of the hoops. You’ll have to go slowly and guide it carefully, adjusting the height and size of your fireball as you navigate it through the course of hoops. Lord Satan, would you be so kind as to give us a demonstration?”
 
   “Certainly, I’d love to,” Wilhelm responded jovially. He stepped forward to the first hoop. With a fireball readied in his hand, he pointed it at the hoop and shot it forward. The ball of flame blasted forth directly through the center of the hoop but did not stop there. It continued to fly forward to the next hoop, adjusting its height as it passed through the next hoop without slowing down. 
 
   The hoop after that was placed at an angle, but Wilhelm’s fireball managed the sharp turn without delay. His fireball continued to rocket through each hoop of the course, navigating the more complicated sharp turns and height adjustments without ever slowing down. It was obvious to all that Wilhelm Satan was a professional, and deserved every bit of respect he earned.
 
   “Ash, would you like to go next?”
 
   “I’m just going to say right now, there’s no way I’m going to top that,” Ash said. He stepped forward, not feeling so hot anymore. He aimed at the first hoop and blasted a shot of flame at it, missing the hoop entirely and hitting the brick courtyard wall. Shiva laughed at his attempt, but when it was her turn she could hardly do better. Both she and Aura were able to get their fireballs through the first hoop, but lost control shortly after.
 
   “It seems we’ve found what we’ll be working on over the next couple of weeks,” Yazma said. “You’ll all be working on your control, but Ash, this will be the primary focus of your training. Lady Shiva and Aura will also need to work on their flame stock and refresh rates.” 
 
   “This has been a very educational day,” Wilhelm congratulated the team. “I do hope you invite me back again soon.”
 
   “You may sit in on as many practice days as you wish, my Lord,” Yazma said.
 
   “That sounds like a most enjoyable way to spend my break from work,” Wilhelm smiled. “I think I’ll take you up on that offer.”
 
   “Really? You’ll come back and watch us some more?” Shiva asked, showing her excited childish side again.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   After an insightful and encouraging first day the group disbanded. Ash felt a sense of pride and accomplishment he hadn’t felt since defeating Apsat and declaring his worth to all of Hell (whether they knew it or not). With experts like Wilhelm and Yazma at his side he knew he was in good hands. He would become stronger, of that he was certain.
 
   It felt good.
 
   



  
 


Chapter Six: The Taste of Ink
 
    
 
   Dark grey clouds set in overnight, covering the Kingdom of Hell. Ash awoke to the sound of thunder followed by brilliant flashes of lightning. Since it was still dark outside, the boy figured he had plenty of time to sleep yet. He awoke again several hours later, this time to a very dim light outside which he took to be the early morning creation of the artificial sun. When he peeked out his window to confirm this, he saw that the sun was already formed.
 
   It was the dark clouds and pounding rain that obscured the sun. On rainy days, forming an artificial sun was no easy task for the citizens of Hell. Many people’s flames were simply not strong enough to make it through the icy rain, and so the sun was significantly weaker on these days. It was particularly troubling for Ash as he came to the realization that he and Aura slept in. They were now late for their morning training session, and Shiva would be furious.
 
   “Aura, get up,” Ash said. “We’re late. The sun is up already.”
 
   “Hmmm?” Aura said, stirring from his deep slumber. “Already?”
 
   “It’s raining. That’s why the sun is so dim. Shiva’s going to kill us.”
 
   “Well crap,” Aura said as he sat up. “I was having the nicest dream too. There were boobies everywhere.”
 
   The boys rushed to get dressed. For once, Aura did not take thirty minutes in the bathroom. As Ash threw open the door to leave, a random flash of lightning illuminated the silhouette of a man blocking their exit. His hand was raised, as if ready to strike. Ash screamed and Aura jumped back. A second later they saw it was only Goddard.
 
   The Royal Advisor had one hand raised to knock on the door. In the other hand he carried an umbrella that was full of holes. The man’s clothes were soaking wet and his drenched hair was a tangled mess that stuck to his face. He didn’t wait for an invite to step inside and get out of the rain.
 
   “Its just Goddard,” Ash said, breathing a sigh of relief. For a moment he thought some kind of swamp monster was about to attack. “Sorry we’re late.”
 
   “Yes, well, your flame training was cancelled by Yazma late last night anyway,” Goddard said. “Not the best conditions for outdoor activities, I’m afraid.”
 
   “Dang,” said Ash. “I was looking forward to it.”
 
   “She did send this letter with a few basic exercises you can work on by yourself, however,” Goddard said. He pulled from his pocket a sopping wet letter and handed it to Ash. Yazma’s instructions were clear and easy to understand, even though the ink was running.
 
    “Practice emitting flames from your fingertips,” the note read. “Try to ignite as many flames as you can while switching fingers simultaneously. For the next exercise, make a fireball and work on splitting it in two. Then put it back together again. Finally, create a small fireball in one hand and pass it back and forth between both hands. Change positions with your hands so that you’re never maneuvering the flame the same way. Good luck!”
 
   “Finally,” Ash remarked after reading the note. “Homework I don’t mind doing.” He committed the instructions to memory and tossed the soggy wad of paper in the garbage bin. Goddard sloshed around their tiny flat looking for a place to sit down.
 
   “Do you have a chair for me to sit on?” Goddard asked. 
 
   “No, we just sit on our beds,” Ash said.
 
   “Very well then,” said Goddard. He then sat down on Ash’s bed, soaking the boy’s sheets. “You haven’t done much with the place,” he said, looking around the bare room. The only sign the boys even lived there were their wardrobe trunks and the various piles of clothing scattered around the hotel room-sized flat.
 
   “There’s not much we can do with it,” Aura said. “Now, maybe if you found us a nicer, larger place…”
 
   “It seems like you’re managing just fine here,” Goddard said as a demon bug of some kind scuttled across the floor. “Now, on to business.”
 
   “It’s raining,” Aura said. “Don’t we get the day off?”
 
   Goddard chuckled. “No, I’m afraid I have a different sort of job for you today.”
 
   “Afraid? Why? Why afraid?” Ash asked, fearing another dirty job like cleaning the prison air ducts.
 
   “Would you like to hear the good news first, or the bad news?” Goddard asked.
 
   “I could use a little good news right now,” Aura said.
 
   “Lady Shiva will not be joining you for today’s job.”
 
   “That’s the best news,” said Aura.
 
   “But the bad?” asked Ash.
 
   “Yes,” said Goddard. “The clients I’m sending you off to may be somewhat difficult for you to handle.”
 
   “Define ‘somewhat difficult’,” said Aura.
 
   “They’re nobles,” said Goddard. 
 
   “Well then somewhat difficult is an understatement!” Aura said, not the least bit happy with the information.
 
   “Nobles…” Ash said. He recalled reading a small section on them in the book Goddard gave him. He struggled to remember exactly what he had read though. 
 
   “There is an association of families living in North Hell that call themselves Nobles,” Goddard explained. As he spoke, he wrung out his wet clothing and hair on Ash’s bed. “They claim their ancestors played key roles in Lucifer’s uprising and the establishment of our Kingdom. Back in those days, the nobles were important members of our society. They helped keep the Satan family in power and united everyone to build the protective walls around the Kingdom. They were considered heroes, once.”
 
   Aura scoffed in disapproval of that last statement.
 
   “They sound like good enough people,” said Ash.
 
   “That was a long time ago,” Goddard said. “More recently, the nobles of North Hell have taken steps backwards in the public eye. For one thing, they love to flaunt their nobility. They see themselves as high-class citizens, second only to the Royal Family. Frankly, they treat everyone else like trash. They wouldn’t dishonor Lady Shiva by allowing her to work for them, that’s why she can’t accompany you on this job.”
 
   “Now that sounds more like the nobles I know,” said Aura. 
 
   “So the nobles today act like jerks because of their ancestor’s accomplishments? Why does anyone let them get away with that?” Ash asked.
 
   “Because they’re rich, of course,” said Goddard. “Once the nobles realized that bravery in combat tends to get you killed more often, they decided to assist our Kingdom in different ways. Ways that made them very wealthy.”
 
   “So they’re rich jerks, got it,” said Ash.
 
   “Rich jerks that have unfortunately set their sights on the two of you,” said Goddard.
 
   “What do you mean?” Ash asked.
 
   “The rumors have only continued to flourish about you two in the past month since the Apsat incident. Honestly, I’ve been expecting the nobles to take an interest in you for quite some time now.”
 
   “Why would they take an interest in us?” Ash asked.
 
   “Human,” Goddard said pointing at Ash. “Death toucher,” he said pointing at Aura. 
 
   “What did the work order ask for?”
 
   “They left it blank,” Goddard said. “They probably didn’t think I’d really send you to them. I doubt if they even had a specific job in mind. My guess is that when you show up they’ll most likely have something unpleasant planned for you. They probably just want to see you up close and study you. See what you’re capable of.”
 
   “Sounds annoying,” Aura said. “Maybe we shouldn’t go.”
 
   “You’re going,” Goddard said. “Now that they’re interested in you, you’ll have to deal with them eventually. Better to get it over with now. And don’t forget: you are my team. If you look bad, I look bad. Just be polite and do whatever job they give you quickly and efficiently. I want you to really make them see how useful you are. Can you do that for me?”
 
   Ash and Aura exchanged looks. Suddenly Aura’s eyes lit up with excitement as if he just had a stroke of genius or saw a naked lady. “Okay, let’s do it,” he said.
 
   “Really?” asked Ash. This didn’t seem like the normal Aura he knew.
 
   “Goddard’s right; there’s no use in running. Those stupid nobles have been breathing down my neck since I started gaining a reputation for being so awesome! Its about time I had the chance to shut them up by proving it to them!”
 
   That’s putting it kinda strongly, Aura, Ash thought. “I guess if Aura’s confident, I’m okay with it,” he said to Goddard.
 
   “Excellent,” Goddard said standing up. “The job request comes from a man named Glebeck Lowdly. It’s a fair bet that his two associates, Bliley Bragger and Rumbaugh Jest, will be involved as well.” Goddard dug in his pocket for the work order, which he handed to Ash. It was slightly less damp than the letter from Yazma.  
 
   “They’re a troublesome trio of nobles. They run the largest information network in the Kingdom, so make sure you work hard and don’t screw anything up. If you leave now, you should arrive just in time to catch their little show.”
 
   “Their show?” Ash asked.
 
   Goddard readied his tattered umbrella and headed for the door. On his way out, he turned back to Ash for one last word.
 
   “Oh, and Ash…” he said. “They’re not very friendly, especially to humans.”
 
    
 
   The walk through the streets of North Hell was, well, hellacious. Ash soon understood why Goddard’s umbrella was punctured with holes. The rain came down in a mixture of freezing water and ice pellets. Those chunks of hail sometimes reached the size of golf balls, and after getting pegged in the head by enough of them the boys realized they needed to invest in a good umbrella. One short run later the boys arrived at the location indicated on the moist work order. 
 
   To their relief, the building was open and they were able to get out of the rain. They looked around, realizing they were in some sort of dingy warehouse. They weren’t alone; there was an enormous crowd of people gathered in the rear. The boys followed the crowd over to an area where everyone was seated on benches facing a small stage. The crowd was an odd mixture of people from all walks of life, from the raggedy poor and bejeweled rich folk.
 
   Ash and Aura had no idea how to find Glebeck. The boys took a seat on the bench furthest from the stage. The crowd seemed to be getting antsy. Whatever show was about to happen would soon start. A single woman appeared from a backdoor followed by a team of sturdy men hauling enormous stacks of papers.
 
   “There’s Machmann!” someone in the crowd said.
 
   “It’s about to start!” another person said.
 
   The men put the paper stacks down against one wall. The woman known as Machmann took the stage, slowly rising above the crowd. The boys got a clear look at her aging features now. Ash thought she could have looked good a hundred years ago, but those days were long gone. Her skin was tight and creased with wrinkles so that she looked more like a frightening skeleton than a woman. 
 
   Machmann raised a cone to her thin lips. Her voice was as unpleasant as her appearance. “Good morning, North Hell!” she said. The throng of people erupted in cheers and applause. For some reason, they loved this scary skeletal woman. Machmann drank in their affections as if it were sustenance for her. “I can see you’re all anxious to find out today’s headlines. So without further waiting I give you the man who keeps you all informed, the honorable, the Noble Glebeck Lowdly!”
 
   The crowd continued to go nuts while another man marched out from the backdoor and took to the stage, replacing Machmann. The nobleman known as Glebeck raised his hand to greet the crowd. Ash and Aura were surprised to see that Glebeck was a middle-aged man. He had short silvery hair and a big plump belly.
 
   I guess being a noble means you never go hungry, Ash thought.
 
   “I know what goes on here now,” Aura said. “I heard about this before, but I’ve never seen it. I never used to hang out in North Hell, and even if I did I’d just be waking up at this time so I’d always miss it.”
 
   “Headline!” Glebeck shouted, throwing off Aura’s explanation. “Tainted meat has been sold in market shops. We have the complete list of affected vendors.”
 
   At this, several members of the crowd pushed their way forward. When they reached the stage where Machmann stood, they held up money for her. The woman collected their skorch and the sturdy men passed out papers off the stacks. Ash finally figured out that these were newspapers being sold.
 
   “Headline!” Glebeck said. “New recruits to the Royal Guards are graduating from training academy today. We have the exciting new prospects and the list of recruits we expect to perish first.”
 
   This was a popular headline, as nearly half of the crowd pushed their way forward. ] Machmann held out a collection tray for the people to toss their skorch in, while the sturdy men passed out more newspapers to anyone who paid.
 
   “It’s a morning news show that doesn’t actually give out the news,” Ash said. “Unless you pay for it, I guess.”
 
   “New-s?” Aura said, repeating the foreign word. “Funny word. I like it.”
 
   Glebeck continued to bellow out headlines while Machmann and her men handed out the newspapers to whomever paid the price. This went on for almost an hour. By the time they were done with the performance the entire stock of newspapers were sold. The satisfied customers left while many others stood around waiting for them to bring out more papers. Glebeck assured those who were not able to purchase a copy that there would be more available during the evening presentation of current events.
 
   After the crowd cleared out of the warehouse, Glebeck, Machmann, and their employees disappeared through the mysterious backdoor once more. The boys stood and stretched their limbs, feeling like an eternity had passed since the start of the show.
 
   “Maybe they’ll just have us carry some newspapers,” Ash said.
 
   “Or maybe they’ll make us get up on stage and bark their stupid sales pitch,” said Aura. 
 
   The boys headed for the backdoor. Ash approached meaning only to knock, but Aura clutched the handle and pushed his way in without so much as a second thought.
 
   “Shouldn’t we knock first?” Ash asked.
 
   “Why?” Aura said. “Busy place like this, they’d never even hear us.” Aura was right; the building was very busy. And very loud. Ash stepped inside and saw rows of machines and a hundred men operating them. Some people were running around shouting out headlines, contributing to all the sound pollution. The machines hissed and squealed while sweaty men pulled levers and lifted heavy-looking metal plates.
 
   “Is this a… print press?” asked Ash.
 
   “Must be. And up there is the bosses office,” Aura said pointing to a room suspended above the factory floor. “This place look familiar to you?”
 
   Ash thought for a moment. Staring down the rows of machines and then observing the placement of the main office sparked something in Ash’s memory. Suddenly he knew why this place did indeed look familiar.
 
   “It’s the same layout as the building I found Apsat in!”
 
   “Yep!” Aura said, surprised that Ash actually remembered. “That’s how I know where the main office is. Let’s go.”
 
   Ash hadn’t really thought about it until now, but Aura did know a lot about that old weapons plant. The boy had never talked much about his childhood, and never once did he give Ash a solid explanation on where he grew up or where his parents are. They were simply taboo topics, and Ash had always figured Aura would tell him some day when he was ready to.
 
   But what part did that building play in Aura’s past? Why was it so special to him? Ash wished his friend would just out and tell him finally. As they climbed the steps up to Glebeck’s office, he thought about just asking Aura. They reached the office and once again Aura busted through the door without so much as knocking.
 
   “We’re here to see Glebeck!” Aura said. 
 
   Sitting at a receptionist desk was Machmann, who stood firm at once. “I don’t know who you are young man, but you need an appointment to speak with Mr. Lowdly,” she said.
 
   Luckily for the boys, Glebeck Lowdly was seated at a desk behind Machmann. He quickly recognized the death toucher half-human duo. “Machmann! These boys are our guests!” he said.
 
   “Right Mr. Lowdly,” she replied, changing her demeanor instantly. “What business do these hooligans have with you, sir?” 
 
   “Aura Draxler? Ash Kaplan?” Glebeck said to confirm their names. 
 
   “Yeah, we were sent here with this work order by Royal Advisor Goddard von Gosick.” Ash pulled the soggy work order out and handed it to Machmann.
 
   “This is… a forgery!” Machmann said, tearing apart the wet paper.
 
   “No it’s not you old hag!” said Aura.
 
   Glebeck, on his feet now, stepped away from his desk and snatched what remained of the wet work order out of his assistant’s hand. “This is the real deal, straight from the Royal Advisor’s desk,” he said. He walked over to the wall where several pipes stuck out, each with their own label. Glebeck approached the pipes labeled B and R and put his mouth right next to them. “Get up here!” he said into the pipes.
 
   When he turned around, he was now smiling ear to ear. “So, Goddard’s finally sent you our way, has he?” Glebeck reproached the boys. “Well we’ll certainly get our money’s worth out of you, that’s for sure. You boys swim by chance?”
 
   “Swim?” Aura asked, looking perplexed. “What’s this all about?”
 
   “Ah don’t worry about it,” Glebeck said. “You guys are here to make money, right?” 
 
   “Actually…” Ash said.
 
   “We’re here for the money!” Aura blurted out, interrupting his friend. He pulled Ash aside and lowered his voice. “I’m sure they’d just love to dig up some dirt on us, but don’t give them anything they can use against us. Just let me do all the talking, okay? I don’t mind being a dick to them. Just remember, we’re here to complete whatever job they give us flawlessly. Let’s just do it fast, do it right, and get the heck out of here.”
 
   Two more men entered the office. One was a morbidly obese balding man in a shirt two sizes too tight. The other was an impossibly old man whose face was so riddled with wrinkles it looked like it had collapsed in on itself.
 
   “Well look what the demons dragged in,” the fat man said.
 
   “Looks like a bunch of… of… a bunch of baby ragamuffins, it does,” the old man said.
 
   “Bliley, Rumbaugh, this is Ash Kaplan the human and Aura Draxler the death toucher,” Glebeck said.
 
   “Human!” Bliley bellowed.
 
   “Half-human,” Ash said, correcting him.
 
   “Breast toucher?” Rumbaugh asked, for he was hard of hearing too.
 
   “Yes, that’s correct,” Aura said.
 
   “Royal Advisor von Gosick finally sent them over to work for us,” Glebeck said, attempting to steer the conversation. “We have them for the day.”
 
   “This is too good,” Rumbaugh said while leering at Ash with a gleam of hunger in his eyes and a drop of drool hanging off the side of his mouth. “We’re going to give them that job right?”
 
   “What is that job?” Ash asked.
 
   “Certainly you don’t mean…” Bliley said.
 
   “Yes, guys, we talked about this a month ago. Remember? The ink?” Glebeck said.
 
   “Ink?” everyone in the room repeated.
 
   “Take a look out the window towards the back of the factory,” Glebeck said, pointing the boys to the window. “What do you see?”
 
   The boys directed their attention out the window that overlooked the factory floor. In the rear of the building were several large vats.
 
   “Do you boys know how many ingredients are in the ink we make?” Glebeck asked. “Of course you don’t; you’re a primitive human and a perverted ruffian. Four. There are four ingredients in our ink.”
 
   ‘Primitive’! Ash thought, outraged.  I could blow this guy away with the internet in one second! If only I had the internet here, and knew how to explain it…
 
   “Well those four ingredients don’t come cheap, especially at the rate we go through them,” Glebeck said. “So we’re always experimenting with various solvents, pigments, dyes, resins, and lubricants. That’s all expensive too! We need to find a less expensive way to produce ink, and we think you could be the guys to help us with our next break-through.”
 
   “Hey, isn’t that the infamous death toucher, Dora Braxtin?” Bliley asked.
 
   “Yes, Bliley, pay attention!” Glebeck said, snapping on his fellow noble.
 
   “I don’t know if we can help you there,” Ash said. “We don’t know the first thing about ink.”
 
   “Ash! What did I say?” Aura asked. “We have to show them up by doing whatever they ask! No matter how stupid or hard the job may be!”
 
   “We want you to collect the ink from a species of demons known as Sting Squids.” Glebeck said.
 
   “Ah ha,” said Aura. “We quit then.”
 
   “What!” Ash grabbed Aura by the arm. “You can’t quit that easily! What happened to all your confidence?” 
 
   “I’ve just realized how absolutely silly it was that I ever cared what these old farts think about me. I don’t need to go in the water to prove that.”
 
   “Headline!” Glebeck said suddenly, startling the boys. “Death Toucher Aura Afraid of Water!” 
 
   “Headline!” Rumbaugh said, joining in. “Humans Can’t Swim!”
 
   “Yes they can!” Ash said. “This is bull! Come on Aura, let’s do what we came here to do and shut these guys up!”
 
   “I really don’t want to,” Aura said.
 
   “We’ll do it,” said Ash.
 
   “Excellent!” Glebeck said with glee. Behind him Rumbaugh and Bliley cackled like deranged children. 
 
    
 
   A short while later everyone walked to the pier in East Hell. Glebeck, Machmann, Bliley, and Rumbaugh all had their own assistants holding umbrellas for them. Ash and Aura were not even given a newspaper to cover their heads with. They got drenched as soon as they set foot outside. That, combined with the dreadful thought of how they’d be dealing with the sting squids made for one unpleasant trek through Hell. 
 
   The group arrived at the long pier leading out into a turbulent dark sea. The boys were thankful as they finally got out of the rain by entering a small shack halfway up the pier. They walked down some stairs and found themselves under the pier, almost at the water level. Rows of smaller docks and wooden boats lined the water’s edge. Glebeck explained to the dockworker on duty that the two boys were here to dive, and the dockworker began preparing equipment for them. 
 
   “Ash, it’s been fun…” Aura said. “Actually, today has been pretty horrible, but that’s not the point. The point is that I’m running away from this one.”
 
   “Are you really that scared of the water?” asked Ash.
 
   “Yes! Do humans do a lot of swimming?”
 
   “Yeah. Don’t devils?”
 
   “No!” 
 
   “It’s easy. Just get in the water and move your arms and legs around. As your friend, I can’t allow you to disappoint yourself and run away.”
 
   “I am quite alright with disappointing myself, I’ve been doing it for years,” Aura said.
 
   “Quit squawking and put on these dive suits!” Rumbaugh said, glaring at them.
 
   The diving suits in question were nothing fancy. Not like the scuba-suits Ash had seen on Earth, anyway. They were basically tight rubber suits that were supposed to protect them from the freezing cold water somewhat. Aura immediately pointed out that the suits lacked wing-holes on the backs, but everyone laughed and told him to deal with it. He grumbled about not being able to use his death touching hand either.
 
   It only took a minute to put on the stretchy suits. The boys followed the group to the end of the pier, a long way from the shoreline. The water looked deep, dark, and heart-stoppingly terrifying. Ash felt sorry for Aura not being able to swim as he gazed into the abyss. Glebeck handed the boy a single small knife.
 
   “Here, you might want this,” he said. “Sting Squids have been seen under this pier before, so I’m confident you should encounter at least one. We just need enough ink to fill these buckets,” Glebeck said, motioning to a few small buckets the dockworker brought with. “Over here is the central air supply,” he said pointing to a pipe that was built into the framework of the pier. It bent around and pointed downward so that nothing could be poured inside of it.
 
   “I’ll plug your breathing tubes into the central air supply and just like that you can stay down there as long as it takes to capture our Squid,” Glebeck said as he jammed a hose into another opening in the pipe work. “When you got one, just tug on the hose three times and we’ll pull you up.”
 
   Ash put on the clunky diving helmet they handed him. It was just a thin, metal helmet with a glass eyepiece in front to see out of and a hole in the back where the air hose connected. A more primitive setup than the humans used on Earth, but effective nonetheless. 
 
   Next, the boys were given clear plastic globes the size of basketballs. They were shown how to twist off the cap and instructed to insert some of their flames inside the ball. This worked as a lantern that they could use to see better underwater.
 
   Aura lingered, hesitant to put his mask on. “We’ll have no flame, no wings, and no death touch down there,” he said.
 
   “I know. I hate to admit it, but I kinda wish Shiva was here for this,” Ash said.
 
   “Hah. Yeah. No doubt she’d be the first one in the water.”
 
   “Headline!” Bliley said. “Death toucher wets pants before getting wet!” The other nobles got a good laugh out of that.
 
   “Damn it!” Aura said. “Screw this! Shiva would have already jumped in by now, and I’m just as brave as she is!” Ash followed his friend to the edge of the pier and watched him strap his helmet on. Ash did the same, making sure the helmet fit snug on his head and he could breath properly through it.
 
   “Let’s go,” the death toucher said and stepped forward off the pier. Ash waited only a second before joining him in falling to the murky water below. With a splash the boys plunged through the surface and fought their every instinct to swim back up to the top. 
 
   Aura’s breathing was all wrong. His survival instincts were going nuts, telling his body to breath faster and harder because he was completely submerged in water. When he started hyperventilating, Ash saw him clutching at his own neck, struggling for air. 
 
   “Aura, you have to breathe like normal! Trust me and just breathe!” Ash’s words came out loud but muffled through his helmet. He wondered if Aura could even hear his words of encouragement. In his youth, Ash had been a frequenter at his local lake’s public access beach. He felt totally in his element in the water. He even got used to snorkeling there, though he never saw anything spectacular in his lousy lake. 
 
   Their glow-globes failed to illuminate more than a few feet in front of them, leaving them essentially blind and one-half drowning. Aura seemed to be calming though, perhaps even due to Ash’s words. Ash tried focusing his attention on any dangerous demons that might be lurking nearby, looking for an easy meal, as demons tend to do. He hoped the puny little knife he was given wouldn’t have to be used.
 
   After a few seconds of sinking, the boys touched down on the sandy bottom. Because of the rain above, the sea was choppy and rough. The boys were tossed back and forth by the currents running amok. It became hard to even tell which way was up. If the breathing hoses weren’t leading the way, Aura doubted he could even make it back. He began to tremble from both coldness and fear. 
 
   “See how peaceful it is down here?” said Ash.
 
   Aura stopped thinking. He tried to turn everything on his mind off. The water, although bitingly cold, had an amazing energy-giving property to it as well. He suddenly realized how alert and awake he was. Suddenly being blown around by the currents wasn’t so bad, it actually felt kind of fun. His fear disappeared, and a thought sprang into his mind.
 
   Thank you, Ash.
 
   Now Ash was experimenting with his glow-globe, seeing how far away from him he could make it go. Pushing a flame through water was entirely different from pushing it through the air. There was an actual force of resistance to go through. He’d managed to move it over five feet away, but still it did nothing to illuminate his surroundings. They were deep in the dark. 
 
   Beams of darkness swept across Ash’s face, and after thinking a moment about it he realized what they actually were: shadows. Lots of shadows. He checked on his partner, assuming this development would not be good for his breathing. But Aura was clueless, staring off his own way and attempting to push around his own glow-globe. 
 
   He doesn’t even have a puny knife to protect himself with! I better grab us a squid quick so we can get the hell out of this mess.
 
   The boy took a step forward holding the knife defensively. More shadowy objects moved across his glow-globe. The current pushed him hard to the left and his foot slipped. At the same time, a creature darted towards him. Then another. Then an entire school of fish swam past him rapidly. He didn’t even have to swing his knife and the fish were gone. Aura watched and laughed. The boy floated around peacefully now, enjoying this new underwater world. 
 
   Looks like we got super lucky, Ash thought. In the second he dropped his guard and lowered his knife a dark tentacle shot forward like a whip, wrapping itself around his wrist. He dropped the knife and the current immediately swept it away. Ash was now officially defenseless.
 
   The boy gripped the tentacle but could not pull it off. He looked up to see a single glowing eyeball drifting closer. The source of the stinging tentacle reared its ugly face. Ash could see more of the shifting appendages working their way through the darkness to reach the boy. He cried out for Aura, hoping his friend could hear or see him.
 
   His arm went numb. The squid’s many tentacles wrapped around Ash’s body and even around his neck. He felt his body go completely limp, he could not move to struggle. The squid pulled Ash closer and a terrible sharp beak spread open. One more second and Ash would be demon chow.
 
   But another body slammed into the creature first, knocking it back. “Looks like you’ve found our squid!” Aura said. “Quick! Pass me the knife!”
 
   “I dropped it!” Ash said.
 
   “You what! Now what am I supposed to do!?”
 
   “Pull on my hose twice!” Ash said. Though the demon’s limbs had loosened slightly, he still could not move. “They’ll pull me in with the squid attached!”
 
   Aura kicked off the demon, pushing it back a little further, and half-swam half-ran towards Ash. He stretched out his arm to grab hold of Ash’s air hose, but a sudden current caught him off guard. He was swept away faster and further and more violently than he’d experienced yet. Again, Ash was alone.
 
   Now the squid was furious. It propelled itself forward and was upon Ash with more intensity than it’d previously displayed. It was probably hungry. The creature’s beak plunged into Ash’s shoulder, tearing through his rubber suit and exposing his bloody flesh to the freezing seawater. Ash screamed, and very faintly above the water and back on top of the pier, his scream of pain could almost be heard by the nobles.
 
   Luckily, the stinging tentacles continued numbing the boy’s body to the point that he felt no pain. He wondered how many devils had died in this same way. Then something bizarre and miraculous happened. One of the squid’s tentacles loosened. It completely unwrapped itself from Ash’s arm and drifted away on the current. Ash strained his eyes to see what happened, as the other tentacles began to loosen and unwrap too.
 
   “Look what I found!” Aura said, drifting back towards Ash. In his hand he held the puny knife given to them by Glebeck.
 
   “Don’t try to fight it! Let’s just get out of here!” Ash said. Too late though. The squid was back. This time the remaining tentacles wrapped around Aura’s hand, the one that held the knife. Aura clutched the knife tightly as he lost all sensation in his hand.
 
   “Stupid squid!” Aura said. “You made the wrong move and now you’re dead!” 
 
   What is he talking about? Ash’s mind cried out. Has Aura finally lost it?
 
   Aura held the knife with his left hand. His right hand shot forward like a torpedo and pierced the squid’s huge beady eye. Bolts of blue lightning shot out, killing the demon in a flash. Ash floated freely with the tides now, contemplating how the heck Aura managed to use his death touch with his hand covered.  
 
   “You did it!” Ash said. “How?”
 
   “Brrr, that’s cold water!” Aura said, clutching his cold, freezing, exposed hand. After getting a closer look at it, Ash realized his friend had used the knife to cut off part of his suit. He couldn’t tell earlier because Aura’s hand was the same black color as the suit. “Let’s get back up there and rub this in their faces!”
 
   “Hang on, I got an idea.” Ash practiced some flame control by drawing his glow-globe close to him. Enough feeling returned to his arms for him to snatch the globe. “I wonder if it will fit…” The boy swam up close to the enormous dead squid to inspect it. He pried open the beak, which spread wider than Ash thought possible. A wicked smile spread across his face.
 
    
 
   On top of the pier the amused nobles waited with bated breath. The storm was even coming to calm, allowing a few solitary beams of light to shine down through the cracks in the pier and reach them. They’d almost forgotten what the artificial sunlight felt like. It was so nice out they even put the umbrellas away.
 
   “Clearly they have already died,” said Bliley. “So may I suggest we have a lovely stroll back to the office? I have a show to prepare for.”
 
   “To true! If they were still alive, I’m sure they’d be begging for us to pull them back up by now!” Rumbaugh said.
 
   “Yes, my colleagues, we will go soon,” Glebeck said, trying to remain in control. “But first, let’s at least do them the honor of pulling their dead bodies in, so that we may see the looks of terror on their dumb dead faces.” The group grumbled together in agreement and the dockworker began to reel in the boy’s lifelines.
 
   The dockworker struggled and cranked for a full minute until finally two severed hoses flopped onto the pier. The boys were cut off and still down below. Instantly the group of nobles began to laugh, thinking the deaths of two youngsters funny.
 
   “Headline!” Glebeck shouted. “Sea claims two more stupid people!” Everyone laughed.
 
   “Headline!” Rumbaugh joined in. “Death toucher gets death touched… by squid!”
 
   An unexpected explosion in the sea caught the group’s attention as they were showered by seawater. Something flew out of the water, and fast. The old men stared in disbelief, trying to make sense of what they were seeing. It was a flying squid.
 
   On top of the gigantic squid, two riders stood triumphantly. Half-human Ash Kaplan and the death toucher Aura Draxler looked down on the nobles. Glebeck and his gang rubbed their eyes just to verify what they were seeing wasn’t a hallucination. Ash and Aura were indeed riding atop a flying squid that appeared to be dead.
 
   “T-they… they actually did it!” Glebeck said.
 
   “They tamed a wild squid,” Bliley said, his eyes glazed over.
 
   “Headline!” Aura said, capturing the attention of the men. The floating squid continued drifting till it was suspended directly above the group of nobles.
 
   “Death toucher and half-human deliver on squid ink!” Ash said. He and Aura leapt from the demon corpse. The floating glow-globes they’d hidden inside the squid, which they struggled with all their concentration and might to lift out of the water, suddenly exploded. All over the nobles, squid guts and ink rained down, drenching them in a stench they’d never before experienced but also conveniently filling all their buckets. The boys were sure there’d be some good ink in there, somewhere.
 
   “You’ll be getting a bill from our boss,” Ash said. He and Aura landed on the dock and walked past the staggering, sometimes vomiting group of nobles. 
 
   “It’s not going to be cheap either, so you’d better get yourselves cleaned off and sell some more papers tonight!” Aura said. The boys hung around just long enough to grab their damp clothes and get one last look at the humiliated and nauseous men and woman.
 
   Ash and Aura left the pier enjoying the silence and the sunshine.
 
   



  
 


Chapter Seven: Big Trouble in Little West Hell
 
    
 
   Over the next week, the team divided their time between rebel hunting and advanced flame training with Yazma. Over and over, they practiced creating and sustaining multiple flames, diving and combining fireballs, and navigating the hoop course that Yazma was constantly reconstructing, always increasing the difficulty with each redesign. At the end of the week Ash realized just how much he’d improved with his flames.
 
   He could now create a flame using only a single finger, increase the size of his fireballs quickly and efficiently, and move it independently away from him in any direction. The hoop course, no matter how difficult Yazma made it or how closely she positioned the hoops, was easily navigated by the boy. The last hurdle to overcome was the speed at which he could do all this, which was not very fast at all.
 
   Aura spent most of his time playing around with his flames, not particularly caring to actually work hard. He often tried to look like he was struggling so that he could beg Yazma for help that he did not need. Her teaching instincts too strong, she eventually caved and stopped ignoring the distraught teen. She fell into his trap of spending hours of the day ‘flirting’ with him. At least it was flirting to Aura. To Yazma, it was only tutelage. 
 
   Shiva showed the least amount of improvement. She could do everything the boys did, just not anywhere near as fast or as accurately. She lacked the necessary mental strength the boys had. Her grandfather, Wilhelm Satan, would occasionally drop in for an hour or more around their lunch break. It was during these visits that Shiva tried her hardest to impress him.
 
   Luckily for the hungry boys, it was that time again. Wilhelm arrived at the private courtyard with his usual delivery of lunches for everyone. The group stopped what they were doing (except for Shiva, who made her flames burn bigger) and came to eat. They sat in the grass, picnic-style, and dug in. It was a bright cloudless day and even kind of warm. While Ash enjoyed the warmer weather, he knew he would soon have to face Gio to get his peacoat back. The tailor probably finished repairing the coat by now, but Ash knew that he’d most likely give the boy an earful when he saw him.
 
   Shiva tried showing off to her grandfather by passing a small fireball through the hoop course at a slightly faster speed. She tried to take a ninety-degree turn too fast and her fireball split apart and puttered out. She’d barely made it through half the course. As usual, she bit her lip and felt the blood rush to her cheeks. 
 
   “What seems to be the problem?” Wilhelm asked, seeing his granddaughter struggle.
 
   “Nothing,” Shiva said. “I just have a hard time getting the flames to go where I want them to go. I know I have all this open space to work with, but keeping the flames moving on a specific path is difficult for me. I don’t understand why it’s so easy for him though.”
 
   Shiva motioned to Ash, who sat at the edge of the picnic with a hunk of meat dangling from his mouth. The human boy absent-mindedly danced a small fireball around in the air, going back and forth through a nearby hoop. The way he easily moved his flames around, playing with them, made Shiva green with envy. He didn’t even look like he was concentrating!
 
   “You will get it,” Wilhelm assured her. “You just need to find what works best for you. Some devils find it easier to manipulate their flames by using tools, like your brother’s sword.”
 
   “Maybe you should get a flame-sword too,” Ash said, dancing a small flame near Shiva’s face. The girl swatted at it like one would swat down a bug.
 
   “That’s Darko’s thing,” she said. “I’d rather find my own way, like gramps said.”
 
   Wilhelm smiled warmly. It was easy to see that he enjoyed every moment spent with his granddaughter. Ash understood why people loved him as their king. He couldn’t see how the current King could be Wilhelm’s son. The apple fell a long way from the tree in their case. Wilhelm was old as dirt, but buff and cheerful. King Al was fat, balding, and looked like he would have a difficult time fending off an attack from a baby.
 
   “There might be another way for you to control your flames more easily,” said Wilhelm. “If you can learn how to awaken and harness your soul power.”
 
   “I’ve been trying!” said Shiva.
 
   “It may take you a long time if you’re on your own. You need a proper teacher,” said Wilhelm. “Any chance you could help them out with that, Ms. Yazma?”
 
   “Oh,” Yazma said, putting down her bowl of food. “That’s not my area of expertise, I’m afraid. I don’t think I’d be able to help them much with that. I’m sorry, My Lord.”
 
   “What’s the big deal about soul power anyway?” asked Ash.
 
   “Once you are able to freely control your soul, you can do amazing things,” said Wilhelm. “Your strength, speed, and flame control increase drastically when channeling your soul power. If you can figure it out, you could even become as strong as my grandson.”
 
   Aura gave Ash a slight nudge and a wink. Ash returned the smile and nodded his head. This was a skill the boys had to learn if they ever wanted to make their dreams come true. Shiva caught on to the looks the boys gave each other and cleared her throat.
 
   “Don’t think you boys will be figuring it out before me!” she said. “We just need to find a teacher first… Hey gramps, why don’t you hang around and teach us?”
 
   “I haven’t got the time or the energy,” Wilhelm said. “But I’ll put out some feelers and see if I can’t find someone who does for you.”
 
   “Well then, shall we return to our practice?” Yazma said. The team stood up and started packing away their picnic supplies. Before Wilhelm could bid them farewell and take his leave, they were interrupted by a screaming voice from above.
 
   From far off the panicked shouting of a man could be heard. “Great Satan! Great Satan!” The voice came closer as a shadow spread over the courtyard. From out of the sky dropped a Royal Guard, the source of the shouting. He hit the ground at high velocity, and although a landing like that might of hurt Ash, this man showed no signs of pain. When he rose to his feet, Ash saw that he was another old guy. 
 
   “Archen?” the Old Satan said in disbelief. “What is the meaning of this interruption?”
 
   “I’m sorry Great Satan, but this is an emergency!” Archen said. “A swarm of dire flies has been spotted moving towards West Hell!”
 
   “Damn it!” Wilhelm said, his brow starting to sweat. “That is an emergency…”
 
   “What are dire flies?” Ash asked.
 
   “Dangerous demons,” Wilhelm said. “An entire swarm is serious business. What about the Royal Guard? Has a request for backup been reported?”
 
   “My Captain would only allow five men, myself included,” Archen said.
 
   “Blast them! I’m going to have a word with that Captain one of these days…” Wilhelm paced back and forth, twirling his bushy white mustache around his finger as he went. “What about Phoenix?”
 
   “He’s rallying more men as we speak. He sent me to find you, in fact.”
 
   “Phoenix?” Shiva asked, her voice full of curiosity.
 
   “I’m afraid I’ll have to leave you all now,” said Wilhelm. “Enjoy the rest of your lesson. Archen, let’s go.”
 
   “Wait just a minute gramps!” Shiva said. “If there’s demons that need killing, count us in!” 
 
   “We could use all the help we could get…” Wilhelm muttered, thinking it over. “But it will be very dangerous.”
 
   “Shooting down dire flies will provide some nice target practice,” said Yazma. “It would be a fine opportunity to test your control.”
 
   “Sounds like fun,” Aura said. “Count me in.”
 
   “I guess I’m not getting out of this either,” said Ash. “Let’s go blast some bugs!”
 
   “Alright, I guess our numbers have increased by three,” Wilhelm said with a smile.
 
   “Wait a minute!” Archen said. “Don’t you all know how dangerous the dire flies are? You could really get hurt, even killed if you’re not careful!”
 
   “Aww, is it dangerous?” Shiva said mockingly. “Either of you boys want to back out and leave it to me?” she asked her team. Both boys shook their heads.
 
   “As if!” said Aura.
 
   “Bring’em on!” said Ash.
 
   “I guess you have your answer, Archen,” said Wilhelm with a proud smile.
 
   These children… Archen thought. They’re just like…
 
   “We should get going now,” Wilhelm said, interrupting the other old man’s train of thought. Everyone else already brought out their wings. “Lead the way, Archen!”
 
   Up, up, and away they went.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Across the Kingdom in the territory of West Hell, the team circled the peak of an enormous land formation. A small outpost sat near the edge of a cliff overlooking the barren rocky landscape outside the Kingdom’s walls. The drop from the cliff to the rock valley below was a big one, and if Ash weren’t equipped with wings and the gift of flight, he’d feel nervous being anywhere near there.
 
   The boy remembered going to see relatives in Arizona when he was young. The dry, rocky landscape was one he looked back on fondly. It always reminded him of the ‘old west’ from the movies. West Hell was similar to Arizona. Aside from the biting cold, they both shared similar mountains, canyons, and rock valleys. Ash could see why Wilhelm loved working in the West.
 
   The team landed near the outpost, where a small group of men were gathering. The looks on all their faces were solemn, even ominous. These men weren’t happy about gathering here to ward off the dire flies. Ash was about to find out why.
 
   The crowd split for Wilhelm as the old man pushed his way into the outpost. Shiva and her team were right behind him. There was an extra anxious spring to the girl’s step, Ash noted, as he walked behind her. They all filed into the building, which served as a small station for the inhabitants of West Hell to keep a watch over the valley. The window on the far side of the room was open, with a large telescope pointing out towards the rock valley. Standing at the device with his eye pressed against the viewfinder was a tall man dressed in expensive-looking robes.
 
   “I’ve brought Lord Wilhelm,” Archen announced to the man. He stopped looking through the telescope and turned to face the old men.
 
   “Great Satan, thank you for coming,” the man said with a bow of respect. He stole a glance at the crowd of followers behind them and a strange look appeared on his face. “Is that…?”
 
   “Hello, Phoenix,” Shiva said with a big smile.
 
   “Lady Shiva, it’s been too long,” the man said, returning her smile. “Are you here to help with our dire fly problem as well?”
 
   “Naturally!”
 
   “Shiva and her team volunteered to lend us a hand,” said Wilhelm. “With their assistance and the men gathered outside, we should have just enough firepower to ward off the demons.”
 
   “How fortunate,” Phoenix said. “These are your subordinates, I take it? I thought some children had wandered in here by accident.” Phoenix cast a cold eye over Ash and Aura. Judging by his facial expression, he wasn’t too impressed with their appearances.
 
   “That’s right,” she said. “It’s so nice to see you again, Phoenix. Or should I call you Professor Dawnfall now?” Shiva smiled one of her rare genuine smiles. They were becoming less rare these days, it seemed.
 
   “I’m not a professor yet,” Phoenix said with total modesty. “It’ll still be another year before they’re ready to let me stand in front of a class room and teach.”
 
   Aura cleared his throat to get the conversation moving.
 
   “This is my team, I’m in charge of them,” Shiva said, motioning to Ash and Aura. “They’re not much, but they do come in handy as shields for me.”
 
   “Aura Draxler,” the boy introduced himself. “I’m the famous death toucher you’ve probably heard a lot about. And that’s the famous human, Ash Kaplan.”
 
   “Just because you keep introducing us as famous doesn’t mean we are famous,” Ash said.
 
   “Not yet. We just haven’t told enough people,” Aura replied.
 
   “You mean that those boys are the death toucher and human I’ve heard so much about?” said Phoenix with a disappointed look. “I expected them to be much older. Oh well, I’m sure we can find something for them to do so they aren’t in the way.”
 
   Aura looked like he wanted to protest the man’s rude behavior, but Ash stepped on his toes and silenced him. 
 
   “I wish there was more time to catch up with you Shiva, but there are more pressing matters at the moment. Take a look out there.” Phoenix guided Shiva over to the telescope and the girl put her eye to the viewfinder. With their bare eyes, the boys could see a dim green glow on the horizon. It seemed to be growing larger, or coming closer.
 
   “That’s a lot of demons,” Shiva said. “But they’re too far away to get a good look at how ugly they are.”
 
   “Leona!” Phoenix called out. “Where is that damn girl? Leona!”
 
   A lone girl dressed in simple servant’s robes scrambled through the door of the outpost. Aura was immediately interested in the petite young woman, craning his neck to get a better look at her. Most of her head and body was covered by a baggy hood, making it difficult to decide how attractive she was.
 
   “Yes, master Dawnfall?” she said.
 
   “Don’t just stand there, get the specimen!” he ordered her. The girl dashed out of the room in a hurry.
 
   “Who’s the cutie?” Aura asked.
 
   “Leona, my servant. Don’t bother talking to her,” he said. “She’s a little slow, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “I know exactly what you mean,” said Shiva while casting an accusatory glance toward the love struck Aura.
 
   A moment later Leona rushed in so fast she tripped and dropped the item she was carrying. An enormous glass jar slid across the floor, rolling to stop at Phoenix’s feet. The man bent down and picked up the jar, ignoring his fallen servant. He set the container on the table so everyone could see the horrible demon inside.
 
   The creature was easily the size of a large cat. Most of its body looked like a light bulb attached to some standard bug parts, like the thin wiry legs and hideous bug eyes. It’s little legs scratched at the glass jar, but it couldn’t get out. A neon green glow coming from the demon’s body filled the jar, almost obscuring the bug. With everyone’s attention focused on the demon, Leona picked herself up from the floor and backed away with her head lowered.
 
   Aura offered her a helping hand up. She declined, stood on her own, and backed out the door. The boy sighed, disappointed.
 
   “How long until the swarm reaches the Kingdom?” Wilhelm asked.
 
   “No more than an hour,” Phoenix said.
 
   “How long until they’re within firing range?” Shiva asked.
 
   “That depends entirely upon your skill level,” Phoenix replied. 
 
   “So these things, these bugs…” Ash said. “What exactly do they do?”
 
   “Dire flies are explosive insect demons,” Phoenix said. “They live very short lives due to the explosive gasses their bodies produce. They have a tendency to…explode, uncontrollably.”
 
   “So I can’t use my death touch?” Aura asked sounding alarmed. I’ve made a huge mistake coming here, he thought.
 
   “Not unless you can use your ability without actually physically touching them.”
 
   “It’s a death touch. Not a death beam,” Aura replied, sullen.
 
   “Single specimens like this one are manageable, but an entire swarm is a serious problem. Their only life goals are eating and mating, which are constantly hindered by their accidental suicides. Even the slowest collisions cause their gasses to ignite. We can use that to our advantage by barraging them with flame shots before they reach us.”
 
   “Let’s do it then!” said Shiva, getting pumped.
 
   Everyone moved outdoors, where the group of men waited patiently for their leader. Phoenix moved to the front of the crowd and addressed everyone. He spoke loud and clear, his voice stern and commanding.
 
   “Listen up, men! The swarm will be here within the hour. Line up along the edge of the cliff. Everyone hold your flames until the demons are close enough to shoot. We’re going to blast them all out of the sky before any get through! If you run of out flames or let any demons through, it will be your duty to stop them by any means possible! That means throwing your body in front of one if need be!”
 
   Many of the men started to sweat and gulp nervously. A few of them even had trembling legs. Still, they all moved into formation around the edges of the canyon. Phoenix took center stage, with Wilhelm on one side and Shiva on the other.
 
   “Where do you want me?” Ash asked, stepping up beside Shiva.
 
   “Wait a minute, Ash was it?” said Phoenix. “Perhaps this is not the best place for a mere human to be.”
 
   “Actually, I’m only half-human,” said Ash. “I got plenty of flames.”
 
   “That makes you about half as useful, I’m afraid. I have a more appropriate role for you to play though. Hey Archen!” Phoenix called for the old man, who came immediately. “Take Ash with you and evacuate everyone from West Hell,” he said. “If any demons get through, it’ll be a disaster for anyone still down there. It’s very important that we get everyone out. Can you two handle that?”
 
   “Yes, of course,” Archen replied. “Follow me, boy,” said the old man. Without a moment to spare for Ash to raise a complaint, Archen dashed away. The boy bit his tongue and chased after him. Everyone else turned their focus back to Phoenix, the man with the plan.
 
    “You two,” Phoenix called to Shiva and Aura. “Are you confident in your flame combat skills, both of you?” They nodded.
 
   “I don’t wanna say I’m awesome at flame combat,” said Aura. “But yes, I am extremely awesome at flame combat, sir.”
 
   “You know me, I’ve been blasting demons out of the sky since I was little,” said Shiva.
 
   “Good. Then prepare a flame. They’re getting closer.”
 
   The men stood side by side so that everyone could take shots. The swarm was almost within firing range. Everyone waited on edge for the command. Phoenix stood in the center of the formation, with Wilhelm to his right and Shiva to his left. The girl glanced down the line at her beloved grandfather and the old friend she’d rediscovered. She remembered Phoenix being intelligent and talented, but his commanding personality was something new. Now that she was older, Shiva wanted to show the man just how much she’d changed as well.
 
   “Ready!” Phoenix said, snapping Shiva out of her daze. The line of men had all ignited flames of various sizes and shapes within their hands. Some even held multiple fireballs. Shiva also prepared a large fireball, anxious to show her stuff.
 
   The men raised their arms and aimed their flames at the living storm before them. A single nightmarish entity, the swarm approached like a hungry beast ready to take a bite out of a part of Hell that was trying desperately to expand. Being on the front line of the defense almost certainly meant death if even one of the demons got close enough to explode.
 
   “Hold!” said Phoenix. The neon glow of the demons approaching looked like a small green sun, making its way across the desert. Aura started to sweat. He found himself wishing he’d been assigned to the evacuation duty with Ash.
 
   “Hold…” Phoenix commanded once more. The cloud of bugs was almost upon the rock valley before the cliff. Shiva trembled with excitement.
 
    “NOW!” Phoenix shouted, blasting his own large fireball forward. Wilhelm simultaneously discharged two fireballs into the swarm, while everyone else shot their own fiery blasts. Shiva let hers loose as well, partially hoping that Phoenix was watching her. The flaming orbs shot across the sky above the open valley and collided with the frontline of demons. The first round of explosions began.
 
    
 
   



  
 


Chapter Eight: Fireflies and Empty Skies
 
    
 
   The explosions could be heard from all the way across the Kingdom. To Ash and old man Archen who were near the entrance to West Hell, the thunderous blasts were like a timer going off. They scurried on their route to help the people evacuate from the area. 
 
   Though they were still far off in the distance, the force from the explosions could be felt by all. The shockwaves blew clouds of sand in all directions, creating an eerie cover for the oncoming swarm to hide in. The brave defenders blasted their flames forward, but with each successful hit a new explosion would stir up more clouds of sand and dust, making it all the more difficult to aim properly. Not even the neon glow of the dire flies could be seen through the clouds of dust.
 
   The next round of flames shot forward. The most destructive fireballs were from Phoenix and Wilhelm. Even with the battlefield clouded, their flames always resulted in another round of explosions that reduced the swarm’s numbers. Shiva took notice of Leona standing nearby. It seemed the servant woman was more capable than anyone had guessed, as she lobbed fireballs with great ease. Not wanting to be outdone by a mere house servant, Shiva stepped up her game and started blasting more rapidly.
 
   Aura was also among the crowd of fire fighters. The boy fired off as many shots as anyone else but became more than a little frustrated at the lack of sight on the battlefield. Only when the demon bugs got close enough to the edge of the dust cloud could their green glow be seen again.
 
   This sucks, thought Aura. Everyone’s just blasting forward randomly, hoping to get a hit. Even when we do get a hit, it just makes more explosions that make more dust clouds… At this rate, there’s no way we can stop them all. Maybe if we could properly see them…
 
   The boy lowered his arm and extinguished a flame. He closed his eyes and concentrated, lifting his hand to his face. The blue electricity jumped from his death touch hand to his eyes. When he opened them, he could see new figures among the dust clouds heading towards them. Thousands of small purple clouds that could only be the demon’s souls. A wicked smile appeared on his face, seeing that his new ability worked on the demons as well.
 
   With a new way to aim, the death toucher prepared an enormous fireball. He shot it forward, aiming for the largest cluster of demon souls that he could see. When it was within range of the swarm, the boy practiced a new technique he’d been working on. Aura split his single fireball into ten smaller ones. He had less control over the smaller flames, but they were close enough that he hit most of the demons by sheer luck. 
 
   The largest shockwave yet rocked the canyon. Some of the smaller men, and even Shiva and Leona, were pushed back several inches from the force. Aura smiled, realizing he’d come up with the most successful tactic yet. He did it once more, using his soul sight to spot where the largest clusters of demons were hiding among the dust clouds, then blasting them with the cluster bomb of flames. Phoenix and Wilhelm, who’d been firing continuously without slowing down, took note of the boy’s talent. 
 
   Though Shiva was drenched in sweat, she would not stop shooting. Not when Leona was still firing with great ease. There was no way she’d allow herself to be outdone by the servant girl. 
 
   “Cease fire!” said Phoenix. The distant landscape of the outer West side could no longer be seen through the blanket of dusty clouds hanging in the air. Everyone stopped firing, grateful for the rest. Most of the men were running low on their flame reserves and could really use the refresh time. For how loud it had just been, the quiet that came over the land now was ominous and eerie.
 
   Aura used his soul sight once again to find out where the remaining members of the demon swarm were hiding. It was more difficult this time to make the jump from his hand to his eyes with his power. He had to strain his eyeballs and move his hand closer to his face to make it work. The power kicked in and he could see the purple clouds of demon souls hovering around above the canyon once again. Before he could warn anyone, everything went dark.
 
   What the… he thought, closing his eyes and opening them again. Still black. The boy strained his eyes once more, trying to return his sight by using his special ability. The demon souls flickered into sight before disappearing, leaving Aura with a black-only palette. I can’t see! he thought, slipping into a panic attack.
 
   “What are you doing Draxler?!” Shiva said, glancing in his direction. She saw the boy crouching low, eyes filled with terror and not much else.
 
   “I… I’m blind!” said Aura. 
 
   From the cloud of dust emerged hundreds more dire flies, surging forward as if the many deaths of their swarm meant nothing to them. Those who could still form flames began again at once. Shiva tossed a weak fireball at an oncoming fly, just barely managing to clip it in time. The explosion was close enough that she could feel a spray of demon guts on her skin.
 
   “Did you say blind?!” Shiva asked. Aura answered, but she didn’t pay attention. A dire fly was zooming straight at Aura. The girl instinctively prepared another fireball, but it was too weak. She threw it and missed. The dire fly continued its collision course with Aura.
 
   “Move, Draxler!” Shiva yelled.
 
   An explosion rang in Aura’s ears and the force from it nearly knocked him over. It should have been over for him but something stood before him, blocking the blast. Someone.
 
   “Grandpa!” Shiva’s voice echoed throughout the valley. 
 
   Standing in front of Aura, old man Wilhelm blocked the explosion from the demon. The clothing on his back was incinerated, revealing a bloody burnt wound that was still smoking. Various body parts from the dire fly littered the ground, some even stuck to Wilhelm’s back.
 
   “That ability of yours… taking its toll on you?” Wilhelm asked Aura. The old man’s breathing was deep and strained, his face twisted with pain.
 
   “Is that you, Great Satan?” Aura asked. “What’s going on? What did you do just now?”
 
   “Grandpa!” Shiva said, rushing over to inspect her grandfather’s wound. “You’re hurt! Can you move? You have to get out of here!”
 
   Several front-runners from the dire fly swarm changed course and ended up flying down into the canyon valley. Their deaths sparked explosions that trembled the rocks and threatened to bring down the cliff everyone was standing on. Another demon shot forward aiming for the three people that were no longer shooting. Before it could reach them, it was shot down by Phoenix.
 
   “It’s time for the Royal Family to go!” Phoenix said. “Everyone cover them! Give your lives if you have to!”
 
   “Don’t worry about me,” Wilhelm said. “I was protecting myself with soul power when the demon exploded. I’ll be fine.” The old man took a step and his legs buckled.
 
   “Come on,” Shiva said, putting her grandfather’s arm around her and lifting him. “Follow my voice Draxler, we’re leaving.”
 
   One of the faster demons broke free from the swarm and headed straight for the cliff. Everyone else was too busy firing at their own advancing demons to do anything. One man from West Hell could not charge a flame in time to save himself. When the dire fly slammed into him the explosion was instantaneous. The resulting blast turned the man into a charred corpse. 
 
   Shiva, Aura, and Wilhelm were tossed like dolls by the force. The girl checked to see if her friends were okay, then looked at the blackened patch of ground where the body lay. Fresh blood splattered everywhere, even a spattering wound up on Shiva’s face. More people laid on the ground moaning in agony. One by one, dire flies were getting by and crashing into the canyon side, causing the land to crumble. Everyone still standing had to step back, afraid the ledge might give out underneath them. 
 
   “Fall back! Keep shooting!” Phoenix said. Seconds later he clipped one of the demon’s wings, sending it plummeting into the canyon side. The resulting explosion was all that the rock wall could take. The ground everyone had been standing on only moments ago dropped into the canyon valley.
 
   The men ran for their lives. Some brave souls backed off slowly, risking their safety to continue lobbing fireballs at the oncoming swarm. Those who could do no more helped the wounded. Some cowards simply abandoned everyone and ran. Phoenix continued to shoot down any dire flies that came near, but even he was running low on firepower.
 
   “Keep fighting!” Phoenix shouted over the calamity. “We will die here so no one else has to!”
 
   Shiva was on her feet again. With Leona’s help, she pulled Wilhelm and Aura to their feet and started moving. It wasn’t safe to be outside anymore. Everyone headed for the small outpost that was only yards away. With the demon swarm advancing, even Phoenix had to call it quits and run when he could no longer form a flame himself. Faced with a charge of nearly twenty bugs, the scholar cursed his weakness and turned to run.
 
   From some distant place, rapid blasts of flames shot forward. The many fireballs decimated the oncoming demons with surprising accuracy and luck. The sky filled with simultaneous explosions that even engulfed some of the flies that weren’t yet advancing. Phoenix directed his attention upward. Shiva and the rest followed his gaze.
 
   Standing on top of the outpost was Ash, dual flames in his hands. The boy sweated from head to toe and gasped loudly for air. 
 
   “I can take it from here,” the boy said, beaming with confidence.
 
   Archen arrived on the scene as well, not wasting a moment in assisting any of the wounded men. “Get everyone into the outpost!” he said to his fellow Royal Guards. They scrambled to follow orders.
 
   Phoenix seemed dumbfounded to see Ash standing there, saving everyone like he did. The man regained composure and nodded his head in respect to the boy. “It seems we could have used you earlier. I apologize for my disrespect.”
 
   “I’m here now,” Ash replied. He had the faintest smile on his face, until he looked around at the scene unfolding atop the cliff. Many people were wounded and crying out in pain. Some were dead. Ash had to fight the urge to both vomit and cry. He blamed himself for not getting there just a few seconds earlier. Maybe, he thought, I could have saved them. 
 
   The boy spotted more demons approaching through the cloudy debris that filled the air. His anger taking over, the boy raised his hands as high as he could.
 
   “Die…”
 
   Ash started collecting flames in his open hands. A large ball of fire appeared above his head.
 
   “Stupid demons…”
 
   The ball of fire grew larger than an Earthan automobile. The people that had stopped to watch gazed at the boy in utter awe. Phoenix watched intently, studying the boy.
 
   “Just die!!”
 
   Ash screamed as he chucked the miniature sun he created at the remaining dire flies. The first of the demon bugs to explode only fed the flames, making the ripples of consequent explosions even larger. For a moment, it appeared the entire rock valley was ablaze.  When the final explosion was done, every last person in a mile radius laid on the ground covering their ears and eyes.
 
   All except Ash. He still stood on the outpost roof, having witnessed the entire demonic fireworks display. He was breathing even more heavily, having used up most of his flame stock in one shot. The boy dripped sweat not only from exhaustion, but for the first time since coming to Hell, the heat. The boy dropped to his butt, trying to catch his breath and relax for a moment.
 
   Phoenix appeared unscathed from the blast, even though he was standing the closest to it. The man knew how to protect himself in a pinch. He stared up at the human warrior, a mere boy with a tremendous amount of power. Everyone around him began to stir, to stand up and retreat. Phoenix cast one last look out over the valley to ensure no more dire flies remained.
 
   It took a few minutes for the clouds of swirling debris to settle. When the sky cleared, the men could see the threat of the dire flies was over. 
 
   “All clear!” Phoenix yelled in triumph. A resounding cheer arose from the survivors. Those who weren’t broken too badly twisted their bodies in emotion. Some jumped for joy, shouting the praises of their leader. Others dropped to their knees crying, just happy to still be alive or mourning the deaths of their friends. While Aura fumbled in the dark with Wilhelm, Shiva cast a curious glance up towards Ash.
 
   The boy sat perfectly still on the outpost roof, staring out into the canyon valley. His face did not display a positive look. The boy seemed pensive, and Shiva directed her gaze out towards where the boy was looking. She saw nothing.
 
   “Hey Ash, you alright?” she asked him.
 
   “Can’t any of you hear it?” the boy asked in return.
 
   Confused, Shiva turned to look out into the canyon once more. This time, instead of focusing too much on her sense of vision, the girl tried tuning out the sounds of the wounded warriors around her. There was another sound, more ominous and quieter. It lurked in the background of the scene, slowing growing louder. Multiplying.
 
   “Rolling stones!” Phoenix shouted.  
 
   Those who could move ran to the edge of the canyon where Phoenix stood pointing. Ash dropped from the roof and ran towards the ledge, curious. He pushed his way past the men, staring out into the space above the canyon. The air was clear.
 
   The boy followed Phoenix’s finger to the bottom of the ravine. There he could clearly see the rocks in the valley moving, shifting, rolling around on the ground. Nothing was pushing them, but still the stones moved and formed together into bizarre shapes. Miniature sculptures arose in an instant, and the rocks only continued to pile up until they were taller than the devils.
 
   They formed together into vaguely person-shaped bodies. Rolling on the stones that made up their feet, the stone demons tore through the rock valley heading straight for the cliff wall of West Hell.
 
    
 
   



  
 


Chapter Nine: The Rock Show
 
    
 
   “This is not good,” said Phoenix. The man, along with ten others who could still move peered over the edge of the cliff. In the rock valley below, hundreds of living rock demons were forming together into stone soldiers. Most of them tried to resemble the devils in shape and size, but a few odd ones chose other shapes. There were some that looked vaguely like spiders, dogs, or other insects.
 
   “What are they?” Ash asked.
 
   “Rolling stones,” said Phoenix. “They’re usually dormant and docile. It seems all our fighting has disturbed their habitat. It looks like they think they’re under attack and have begun to mobilize.”
 
   “Cool name though,” Ash said. “They can’t actually get up here, can they?”
 
   “I should think not,” Phoenix replied stepping away from the ledge. “I do not believe they can climb. The only slope up here from the valley will be far too steep for them.” 
 
   Ash watched as the first of the stone demons rolled up to the base of the steep slope Phoenix mentioned. As he predicted, the demons could not move any further. The wall at the bottom of the valley was nearly ninety degrees. The creatures stood in a jam at the bottom, trying to press onward but getting nowhere.
 
   “Get everyone out of here,” Phoenix ordered the man behind him. With a nod, that man took off and everyone else followed. Everyone except Ash. The boy stood at the edge of the cliff, staring down at the eerie demon activity below.
 
   Shiva appeared from the outpost and ran to Phoenix. After inquiring about Wilhelm’s condition, the man breathed a sigh of relief. The Great Satan was okay, but would probably be laid out for the rest of the day. Shiva took notice of Ash still standing over by the canyon’s edge, staring down into the valley. Phoenix filled her in on the rolling stones.
 
   “What should we do about them?” asked Shiva.
 
   “Nothing,” Phoenix replied. “They can’t do us any harm up here.”
 
   “I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” said Ash. “Look.”
 
   Phoenix and Shiva joined Ash at the edge. Down below, the gathering crowd of stone demons was massive. Hundreds of formations in all shapes and sizes pressed together at the bottom of the ravine. It became difficult to tell the individual formations apart. At the front of the crowd, the rocks that were pressed up against the rock wall started stacking on top of each other.
 
   As more and more of the demons pressed forward, the separate sculptures started blending together. Using the canyon wall for balance, the rock demons piled on top of one another. The pile of demons rose up and continued growing as more of the rocks pushed forward. It wouldn’t take long for the stack to reach the top of the canyon.
 
   “They’re making a tower out of… themselves!” said Shiva.
 
   “Leona!” Phoenix shouted for his servant. The girl came running out of the outpost, where she’d been looking after the injured Wilhelm and blinded Aura. “Go get Lionel and Dismas at once!” Before the last word was uttered, the girl was gone.
 
   “We can’t wait around forever,” said Ash. “With all of them piling up like that, I can take’em all out at once with one more huge fireball.”
 
   “You can certainly try,” said Phoenix. His face revealed severe skepticism, though.
 
   “Stand back,” Ash said. He lifted his arms above his head and once again gathered flames in his open palms. Like before, he readied an enormous fireball that burned like a mini-sun. Shiva and Phoenix had to take several steps back to avoid the heat it put off. When Ash could no longer fuel the fire, he stepped to the edge and heaved the burning ball over.
 
   The fireball fell for a matter of seconds before scraping against the topmost demon on the stack. The tower toppled backwards and the demons all fell into a pile. The fireball was buried underneath all the rocky monsters. Ash tried to make it explode with his mind, but nothing happened.
 
   The pile of stone demons continued to grow as more of them rolled into the valley. Instead of piling up against the cliff wall, the rocks all rolled into the center of the valley where the first stack had toppled over. It looked like they were combining together into one enormous entity now.
 
   “Okay, so fire doesn’t really hurt them,” said Ash. “I’m all out of ideas.”
 
   “What do we do?” Shiva asked, looking to Phoenix for the answer. 
 
   “Everyone’s too tired or injured to deal with this right now,” he said. “But if my friends get here soon, we can handle it ourselves.”
 
   “Should I go find my brother?”
 
   “No,” Phoenix said. “That won’t be necessary. Let’s just wait until my strength has returned a little. I should be able to handle this on my own if I’m at full power.”
 
   The three stood at the edge watching the colossal rock monster take shape. It was nearly halfway out of the canyon and still rising as more and more rolling stones continued to build the beast up from below. The rocks knew exactly where to go so that each individual stone fit together like jigsaw pieces to make one big puzzle. 
 
   Four giant stone pillars acted like legs, holding up the rest of the stones that clung together forming the beast’s body. A smaller lump of stones gathered at the front of the sculpture, making the demon’s head. Though the body and legs were clearly meant to resemble an animals, the head formed into a bizarre man-like face with no features. Where its eyes and mouth should have been there were only indentations, making for one terrifyingly expressionless monstrosity.
 
   “I told you I’m alright!” Wilhelm could be heard shouting at someone as he limped out of the outpost. “There you all are. What are you doing over-”
 
   The old man’s sentence was cut short as he looked past his friends to discover the behemoth of a demon emerging from the canyon. The next sounds he made were of the stunned, unintelligible kind.
 
   “We may be in more trouble,” Shiva said.
 
   “Nonsense,” Phoenix replied. “I’ve been resting this whole time and Lionel and Dismas are on their way. We’ll be just fine.”
 
   “You’d better be right about that,” Wilhelm said. “I know how strong you are Phoenix, but I must admit this does not look good…”
 
   Aura finally managed to find his way out of the outpost as well, having chased after Wilhelm. He stumbled outside, and having nothing around him to touch and feel his way around, the boy became lost. Only when Ash called out to him was he able to make his way over to the group.
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” Ash asked, becoming concerned when he saw his friend’s odd behavior.
 
   “I don’t want you to freak out, but I think I may be blind,” the boy replied, looking to where he thought Ash was, but actually staring at Shiva.
 
   “What! How?”
 
   “It’s my new ability, soul sight. It allows me to see all the souls around me, even through walls and obstacles. Of course, as I just discovered, it sort of takes away my eye sight…”
 
   What an ironic and fitting punishment for me, Aura thought. It seems these powers of mine only exist to rob people of their eyes…
 
   “You can’t see anything, at all?” asked Ash.
 
   “No, I… Wait a minute,” said Aura. Since he lost his vision, all he could see was black. Slowly, the black was turning lighter. Blurry shapes appeared, and pretty soon he could make out the vague figures of his friends standing before him. “It’s coming back! My vision is returning!” he said, ecstatic.
 
   As the blurs sharpened, another shape became visible to him: that of the rock behemoth rising out of the canyon. 
 
   “Holy crap!” the boy shouted, surprised. “What the heck is that thing!?”
 
   The behemoth demon lurched to life, moving one of its long pillar-like legs forward. The sound of the stones all scraping together as the joints moved was like that of an iceberg breaking apart.
 
   “Wait a minute!” Aura said suddenly. “I was wrong, I’m still blind…” the boy said and laughed nervously.
 
   “Phoenix, we can’t wait any longer,” said Wilhelm. “You and I will handle this. Shiva, you and the boys get out of here.”
 
   “Can do!” said Aura, happily.
 
   “No,” Shiva refused. “We won’t abandon you.”
 
   “Don’t be a fool!” Wilhelm said, snapping at his granddaughter. “Phoenix and I will use our soul power to take this beast down. Without that, you three won’t even be able to scratch it.”
 
   “If you can still use your soul power, you should focus on healing yourself,” Phoenix told Wilhelm. “Don’t worry about me, just go!”
 
   While the group of devils stood around bickering, the rock demon lumbered forward like a titan. It was massive enough that most of its body rose out of the canyon, and in only a matter of minutes it would be crawling over the cliff wall and into West Hell. From far off, the demon invasion siren that everyone was used to hearing started to sound. Apparently, the entire Kingdom now knew the threat of the massive demon. That, or another group of demons was invading somewhere else.
 
   “Just leave it to me,” said Phoenix. The man lowered his head and concentrated. With a flash of power, the white steam-like substance that was soul power began flowing off his body.
 
   “I’m just as rested as you are,” said Ash. “Are you sure I can’t help?”
 
   “Without knowing how to harness your soul power, there’s nothing you can do,” Phoenix told him.
 
   “Hey! Phoenix!” two voices rang from above. The group directed their attention to the sky behind them, where they saw two more people approaching. One was a larger, muscular man. The other guy was of average build and had long hair. They landed before the group and rushed to Phoenix’s side.
 
   “Sorry we’re late!” Dismas, the larger of the two men, said.
 
   “We just like keeping you on your toes!” Lionel, the longhaired man, added.
 
   “Better late than never, I suppose,” said Phoenix. “I’ll take the head, you take those front legs.”
 
   At once, the two men started charging their soul power just like Phoenix did. With a flash of concentration, the glowing steam billowed off their bodies and drifted in the breeze. It felt thick in the air as it drifted past Ash, like a cloud of excess power. Both the boys and Shiva were entranced with what was happening in front of them.
 
   The three men charged their soul power even more, and were soon surrounded by the foggy glowing mist of their souls. Phoenix held out his hands and started gathering flames, and the other men followed his lead. Ash was confused for a moment, thinking they were going to lob more fireballs, which he’d already proven ineffective. But then he saw what they were actually doing.
 
   Flames were not the only things being collected in the men’s hands. As the fire swirled and gathered into the massive fireballs, all the glowing misty soul power was also being funneled in. The resulting balls of flame has a glowing white tinge to them, and felt about a hundred times more powerful.
 
   Without a word, Phoenix brought out his wings and leapt. The other men followed. They flew up about twenty feet into the air as the rock behemoth crawled forward, its bizarre expressionless face only yards away from where the team stood. Ash wondered if it could see them standing there, or if the creature was as blind as Aura had been.
 
   With the rock demon too close for comfort, the three men released their blasts of flame and soul. Phoenix shot his straight for the monster’s head, while the other two blasts from Lionel and Dismas collided with the behemoth’s front legs. Ash expected the fireballs to collide with the stones and stop dead, but he and the team were amazed to see the blasts shoot straight through the monster and keep going.
 
   Phoenix’s blast hit the beast right in the center of its ‘head’ and burrowed through its torso, even going far enough to shoot out the other side. With the other men’s blasts striking the beast’s forelegs, the pillars started to crumble. The stones trembled and shook, trying to stick together. Several stones even attempted rolling into place to fix the holes that had been blasted through it, but to no avail.
 
   The beast fell forward, its front legs no longer able to stand and support the massive body. The rest of the stones vibrated like they were afraid. The demons face transformed, warped with fear and attempting to fill in the giant hole in its head. Stones rained down into the canyon like beads of sweat dripping off the monster. As more and more of the rock demons abandoned ship, the behemoth started shrinking. 
 
   After a few minutes of this, the demons were no longer a threat to West Hell. As everything came tumbling down, the remaining rocks that banded together split all at once. The stone demons fell to the ground in the canyon valley, rolling away frightened of the destructive power of the devil’s soul energy.
 
   All was quiet for a moment, until cheers erupted from behind the group. Everyone turned around to see the remaining men who weren’t injured standing there, cheering and applauding Phoenix and his friends. The men who destroyed the demon touched down only to be swarmed by the mob of grateful devils showering them with praise and compliments.
 
   That power… Ash thought. I couldn’t even put a dent in that thing, but Phoenix beat it with just one blast! With that kind of power, I might stand a chance against the Prince some day. I have to learn how to do it, too!
 
   “That soul power trick is pretty useful,” Shiva said. It was as if she read Ash’s mind. The girl and her team approached Phoenix, cutting through the crowd of congratulators. Shiva flashed the man a wide smile.
 
   “Great work, all of you,” Wilhelm said to Phoenix and his friends. “You see what you can do when you master your soul power?” the old man said, looking at Shiva and her team.
 
   “You’ve got me convinced, this is something we need to learn,” said Shiva. “Phoenix, will you please teach us?”
 
   “Shiva dear, Phoenix is a very busy man. I’m afraid he just doesn’t have the time to drop everything to teach you all,” Wilhelm answered for him.
 
   “Actually, I do need more teaching experience before they’ll let me become a professor…” said Phoenix.
 
   “No way!” Ash said. “You mean you’ll actually teach us how to do that?”
 
   “I have my doubts about whether or not a human like you could pull off something like what I just did, but I don’t want to miss this opportunity to find out,” Phoenix said. “Working with a death toucher will be a unique experience, as well. You can count me in.”
 
   “Don’t forget about me!” Shiva added.
 
   “Of course, getting to spend more time with you really seals the deal. I’ll teach you everything you need to know about soul power.”
 
   With all the smiles and good vibes going around, it seemed like a joyous time for everyone. The Kingdom was spared from two separate demon invasions, and the team acquired a powerful new instructor to teach them the ways of their souls. The only downer in the crowd, Ash noticed, was old man Wilhelm. His face showed more concern than joy, and only when he caught Ash inspecting him did he turn his frown upside down.
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Chapter Ten: Hot for Teacher
 
    
 
   Royal Advisor von Gosick sat at his cluttered table, trying his best to stay focused on the myriad of work requests, staff updates, and Royal Guard reports that plagued him on a daily basis. There came a knock on his door, and he practically leapt from his seat to welcome the intrusion.
 
   “Come in,” Goddard said, trying not to sound too desperate.
 
   In walked Shiva, and his head sank. Ash and Aura followed behind her, and then most surprisingly the next person was Wilhelm Satan. The Noble Phoenix Dawnfall was right behind him.
 
   “Great Satan, it is a pleasure to see you. What brings you to my office, My Lord?”
 
   “I’m here on behalf of my granddaughter,” Wilhelm said. “I’ve come to ask your permission to be responsible for the next phase of Shiva’s training. The boys too.”
 
   “And what phase might that be?” Goddard asked.
 
   “Soul training,” said Wilhelm. “I believe the children are ready for it.”
 
   “If you think we’re ready for it then don’t call us children!” Shiva scolded her grandfather.
 
   “Interesting,” Goddard replied. “And what is your role in all of this, Mr. Dawnfall?”
 
   “I will be the one responsible for teaching them how to harness and use their souls to the fullest potential,” Phoenix said. “Under the supervision of Lord Wilhelm and I, your team’s power will be increased exponentially.”
 
   Everyone waited with bated breath. Goddard seemed genuinely surprised at the request, and appeared to really be mulling it over.
 
   “I guess I haven’t given much thought to advancing their training… you might be on to something there,” said the Royal Advisor.  “Okay then. I’d like for all of them to become fluent in the use of soul power, especially Ash. He’s got lots of potential, I’m sure of it.” Ash was never sure if he should feel proud or creeped out when Goddard talked about him like that.
 
   “I can promise you,” said Phoenix. “Under my care, the boy will grow stronger or die trying.”
 
    
 
   And so with Goddard’s enthusiastic support, the team gathered in the private courtyard for their first lecture on soul power. Wilhelm and Leona the servant girl stood off to the side of the yard as Phoenix began with the lesson.
 
   “The best place to start is an explanation of what exactly our souls are. You see, when God first created his angels, they were mere lumps of flesh. It wasn’t until God gifted them souls that they truly came to life. And so each body is given a soul upon birth, over and over for every human, angel, and devil ever born. As you may have known, when we die our souls become momentarily visible leaving our bodies, and can be seen disappearing on their way back to Heaven. 
 
   “Our souls return to Heaven to be recycled. The most positive, good souls are sent back out almost immediately. We don’t know exactly how it’s decided, but the souls being sent back to inhabit bodies can either end up in Earth, Heaven, or Hell. This of course means that you and I could have been human, or even an angel in our previous lives.”
 
   “Whoa!” Aura said. “So you mean I could have been one of God’s special death toucher dudes way back in the day?!”
 
   “It is extremely likely in your case, Aura,” Phoenix said.
 
   “Sweet!” Aura had picked up a few Earth buzzwords from Ash.
 
   “So that means I could have been an angel, too? Why don’t I remember anything from that time, then?” Ash asked.
 
   “Our memories belong to our bodies, not our souls,” Phoenix replied. “It is theorized that our personalities and even some memories are left stamped to the soul for a short time after death, but I do not believe it is possible to really test that theory without actually dying.”
 
   “Maybe I could figure it out some day,” Aura bragged. “I have something of a flirting relationship with death, after all.” 
 
   “I could write my entire dissertation on you,” Phoenix said with an interested once-over of the boy.
 
   “Pff,” Shiva scoffed. “You should know, he flirts with anything that has boobs.”
 
   “I’m looking forward to seeing what you are all capable of once you have full mastery of your soul,” said Phoenix. “I’m especially curious to see what a human is capable of, since the humans normally lack the ability to work with soul power,” he said while glaring at Ash.
 
   “You keep saying master our soul power, but what exactly does that mean?” Ash asked, hoping to lessen the intensity of the teacher’s stare.
 
   “Technically, you are already learning to control your soul power. I bet you didn’t know that using your flame is an extension of your soul power.”
 
   “I didn’t know that,” Shiva admitted. She would never admit to a lack of knowledge to Ash or Aura, but Phoenix on the other hand…
 
   “Our flames come from one of the most basic and primitive instincts we devils have: survival. That’s how our ancestors, stripped of the protective holy light, were able to create flame. Their struggle for survival led to them inventing our best defense, and they did it using their own soul power.”
 
   “Let’s go over some practical applications of the use of soul power. As you’ve already seen demonstrated, the power can be used to increase the severity of your flames. You could also, like Wilhelm, use it to shield a particular part of your body, as he did when taking a direct blast from a dire fly.”
 
   “It still hurt,” Wilhelm said from the sidelines. “But hurting is better than dying!”
 
   “But that is not all that soul power can do. Focus the energy on your legs, and you can travel at speeds undetectable to even devil eyes. Channel the energy into a fist, and throw the ultimate punch.” Phoenix paused and turned to Wilhelm. “Would the Great Satan honor me by assisting in a demonstration?”
 
   Wilhelm nodded and stepped forward, always eager to help. The old man removed his jacket and hat, twirling his white mustache as he did.
 
   “I am going to focus my soul power on defending my body against an attack from Lord Wilhelm. For this demonstration, I will have him attempt to punch me in the face. I chose him because I would not want any of you to hurt your hands.”
 
   Phoenix took a deep breath, exhaling slowly. He stood still and focused his energy. In a matter of seconds, a thin layer of what looked like steam was billowing off his body. But the group knew it was not steam, it had to be his soul power. He was honing his soul so masterfully it was actually becoming visible!
 
   “Now watch closely kids!” Wilhelm said. With a dramatic windup, the old Satan threw his fist straight into Phoenix’s face with what looked like a lot of force. Phoenix took the hit and didn’t move an inch. Wilhelm’s fist was stopped completely by the scholar’s head.
 
   “No way!” Ash said. “You have to be faking! Let me try!”
 
   “You can’t” Phoenix said. 
 
   “I had to channel a small amount of soul power into my fist when I hit him just to keep from breaking my own hand,” Wilhelm said. He held up his fist to demonstrate. The same glowing steam could be seen billowing off his hand. “Until you can do the same, you should keep your distance from anyone who commands their soul so easily.”
 
   “I did it once though,” Ash said. “That time I touched God’s Blessing.”
 
   “Hey, Ash, don’t talk about that!” Shiva said. She was worried about letting the true story of what happened get out, mostly because she didn’t want people knowing her father’s real pendant was destroyed. If word got back to him that his beloved jewel was a forgery created by Goddard, she’d be in big trouble…
 
   “So the rumors are true?” Wilhelm asked. “You really did come into contact with that legendary artifact?” The old man looked disturbed, like he was about fall over.
 
   “God’s Blessing?” Phoenix repeated. “So this boy really managed to activate it…”
 
   “Yeah, so I feel like I kinda got a jump-start on soul power,” Ash said.
 
   “I have a question,” said Aura. He’d been suspiciously quiet this morning. He seemed more lost in thought than usual. “If we learn how to fight with our souls, does that mean we could get strong enough to fight even if we’re blinded?”
 
   “Blinded? Are you referring to the side effect of your new skill?” Phoenix asked.
 
   “It’s too useful a skill to pass up,” said Aura. “I need to be able to use it without losing my eyesight afterwards. If I do end up going blind, I’ll need to be able to still fight. So tell me, would learning soul power help me fight blind or not?”
 
   “You bring up a very good point, Aura,” said Phoenix. “When commanding your soul power, you’ll be able to sense other’s soul energy as well. In a fight, you’ll always know where your opponent is. Unless of course, they’re a master at hiding their soul presence. But you should understand now that controlling your soul means controlling your emotions. The greater your resolutions are, the stronger your powers will be.”
 
   “That’s it!” Shiva said. “That’s how Ash was using his soul power that one time!”
 
   “What do you mean?” Ash asked, confused.
 
   “Every time I was in trouble your soul power kicked in and you protected me. Whenever I was safe you got your butt kicked.”
 
   “I held my own!” Ash said.
 
   “Do you understand why that happened, Ash?” Phoenix asked the boy. “It was your desire to protect Shiva that activated your soul power. That strong desire to rescue your friends is what made it possible. Sometimes people can activate their soul power without even realizing it. That is why it is such a difficult technique to learn: no one quite knows how to properly explain the phenomenon.”
 
   “But you think if we get all ‘touchy-feely’ with ourselves we can somehow get stronger from it?” Aura asked.
 
   “Mastering your emotions is more demanding than you might think,” Phoenix said. “In order to truly accomplish this feat, you will have to have clarity of mind, and be completely honest with not only me, but yourself as well. Over the course of our training sessions I would like for you to be thinking about why you are fighting. Whatever your reason may be, I want you to understand your own motivations. When your resolution is at its strongest, so too will you.”
 
   Everyone stood around feeling slightly enlightened, except for Ash who was mostly confused. The part about clarity of mind was troubling him. It seemed like controlling soul power required would take a lot of thought-power, something Ash didn’t exactly have a surplus of. His confidence wavered, but he hoped it would be as easy as it was before to use his soul power.
 
   “That’s a lot to take in for one session though,” Phoenix said. “So I’ll make this next lesson very easy to understand. There’s one sure-fire way to bring out soul power that’s easier than anything else we could try…”
 
     Phoenix shouted at Leona, who scurried forward with a large bag. She dropped the sack at her master’s feet, and fell to the ground to open and dig through it. The servant held up a wooden staff for her master, who clutched it out of her hands with eager anticipation.
 
   “We will begin by sparring without a break for any food or water until the sun goes out,” Phoenix said. “Now come at me!”
 
    
 
   It didn’t take long for Ash and company to realize just how much stronger than them Phoenix really was. Even with all three of them attacking him at once, no one could land a punch on the guy. The worst part was, he didn’t even appear to be using his soul power yet! Phoenix could dodge them and defend from any attack by simply stepping aside or blocking with his staff. Their first training session carried on until the sun went dark. No one landed a hit on the teacher that day.
 
   “Watching you all work so hard was inspiring,” said Wilhelm. The tired students lay sprawled out on the grass, panting heavily and chugging the water Phoenix made Leona bring them. “Next time, I might have to jump in and join you all!”
 
   “Aren’t you still injured from that dire fly explosion?” Shiva asked, still concerned about her grandfather’s health.
 
   “Oh please,” replied Wilhelm. “When you have control over your soul, specialized healing is a simple matter. I’m practically all better already!”
 
   “I’ll see you all here tomorrow at sun up,” said Phoenix. “I hope you had a good time today, because we will continue to train like this every day until you can use your own soul as a weapon.” Shiva watched Phoenix go with a look of excited admiration. Phoenix turned around and cast one last glance back at the group.
 
   “Oh, and it was nice spending time with you again, Shiva,” he said. “I look forward to more of these sessions with you.”
 
   “Me too,” Shiva said, flashing her brightest smile. Phoenix smiled back, and together with his servant left the courtyard.
 
   Shiva watched them go, her eyes trained on the man’s back. Aura watched the servant girl walk away, hoping to see any traces of her undergarments showing through the back of her robes. He didn’t see anything like that, but he did notice the girl’s fist clenched tightly as she went.
 
   How cute, Aura thought. She must be jealous of her master’s former flame. 
 
    
 
   



  
 


Chapter Eleven: A Father and a Son
 
    
 
   In the castle’s private courtyard, a heated sparring match raged on until the sun went dim. Shiva, Ash, and Aura battled against Phoenix and Wilhelm in their first full training session with the pair. The servant girl Leona sat in the grass nearby watching her master. The teachers carried wooden staffs to taunt their students, dodging every attack and then swatting them for their failure. After a full day of this kind of training the combatants grew tired and frustrated.
 
   Shiva and Phoenix stood facing each other, eyes locked. The girl dashed forward and Phoenix readied his staff. Shiva faked left, shot a small fireball, and then went right. In one swing of his staff, Phoenix extinguished the flames, spun, and jammed the end of his staff in Shiva’s face. The girl dropped her head, exhaled in defeat, and then looked up with a smile.
 
   “You never go easy on me, Phoenix,” she said. “I respect that. But to tell you the truth, it’s becoming a little frustrating.”
 
   Phoenix smiled back at her. “When you learn how to unlock your soul power, you won’t think so.”
 
   On the other side of the yard, the boys were having an equally frustrating experience. Ash and Aura dripped sweat as they chased Wilhelm around the yard. For being an old man, the Great Satan could really move fast. He held his staff behind his back, rarely even needing to use it. The boys did their best at throwing fireballs and punches at the old Satan, but to no avail. 
 
   Wilhelm dodged every attack, and those he couldn’t dodge he would simply deflect with his staff. The boys even tried the same routine that once defeated Commander Stryd in a sparring match, but Wilhelm could not be taken so easily. As Ash sped in, hoping to get close enough for another punch, Wilhelm raised his staff above his head. The boy, too tired to dodge, thought he would try and catch the staff before it connected with his head.
 
   Wilhelm smiled at the boy’s tenacity. The old man swung. Ash raised his hands, clasping them together above his head. Too late, it turned out, as the wooden staff slipped right through his fingertips and cracked Ash on the top of his head. The boy fell to the ground, clutching his head and whining.
 
   “I think that will be enough for today,” Wilhelm said.
 
   Leona fetched several buckets of water for everyone and they sat together in the grass, drinking a bucket each. When at last the student’s thirsts were quenched and their bodies rested, the teachers gave their parting words of wisdom for the day.
 
   “How do you feel today’s session went?” asked Phoenix.
 
   “Fine,” said Shiva.
 
   “Bad,” said Ash.
 
   “Sucky,” said Aura.
 
   “I guess I’m just not getting the point of this whole exercise,” Shiva admitted. “The fighting I understand, but when you said we had to use our emotions to bring out our soul power…. That’s where you lost me.”
 
   “Yeah, what exactly are we supposed to be feeling?” asked Aura.
 
   “Soul power is almost impossible to bring out without a powerful surge of emotions to unlock it,” answered Wilhelm. “What our training will focus on is using your emotions and memories in a controlled combat situation to hopefully bring out your latent abilities.”
 
   “What kind of memories work best?” asked Ash.
 
   “Usually, its easiest to use soul power when there’s someone or something you’re trying to protect,” said Phoenix. “The first time I brought out my soul power, I was defending a group of children during a demon attack. I kept telling myself I would not allow a single child to be harmed, and even though I was outnumbered my passion to save everyone drove out my true power.”
 
   “And once you unlock it, it becomes easier to do again?” asked Aura.
 
   “That is correct,” said Wilhelm. “All you need is one good push, and you’ll find it easier to accomplish every time after that.”
 
   The Royal Advisor entered the courtyard and approached the tired group. Phoenix was on his feet at once to greet the man.
 
   “Am I interrupting?” Goddard asked politely.
 
   “No sir, Mr. von Gosick,” said Phoenix. “I’m sorry we didn’t get the chance to speak at length when we met. I had the good fortune to attend one of your classes years ago, before you accepted the Royal Advisor job of course. You were quite brilliant.”
 
   “Ah, I knew I recognized you from somewhere else. Yes, well these days my brilliance is hard at work securing the prosperity of the Kingdom.”
 
   “I’ve heard rumors going around that a new group of rebels are amassing. Is there any truth to the rumors, or are they simply the paranoid delusions of the upper-class?”
 
   “Unfortunately there will always be a tiny minority of the citizens that think they could do better as King,” said Goddard. “But that in no way means they are a real threat. In fact, my team here is already hard at work tracking them down.”
 
   “Then I know we’re in good hands,” Phoenix said with an encouraging smile. “Lady Shiva and her team are quite capable fighters. Once they’ve mastered their souls, I know they will be a force to be reckoned with. I must formally give you my thanks for allowing us the honor of working with them.”
 
   “It is I who should be thanking you and Master Wilhelm,” said Goddard. “I’ve been meaning to teach the team about soul power but I haven’t had the time to do it myself.”
 
    “We were just leaving,” said Wilhelm. “I’m sure you have business to discuss with your team.”
 
   “That is why I’m here,” said Goddard. 
 
   “We’ll be off then,” Phoenix said. “Perhaps another time we could chat for longer. I’d love to pick your brain.”
 
   Before they departed, Aura snuck a glance at Leona. He’d taken to studying the servant girl when she least expected it. Her face was lovelier than any servant he’d seen before, but the boy was perplexed by her usual lack of emotions. He noticed her staring at Goddard with icy malice in her eyes, though she said nothing. When she left with her master, the boy forgot about her face and turned his attention towards her rear.
 
   “So what’s up, Goddard?” Ash asked. “You don’t usually come down for our training sessions… unless you have a job for us.”
 
   “Actually, all this talk of extra training got me thinking. You guys fight like hooligans and you’ve been getting your butts kicked a lot more than usual lately. Starting tomorrow, you’ll begin weapons training with your new instructor.”
 
   “Weapons like swords and spears?” Ash’s face lit up. “That’s awesome!”
 
   “Heh,” Aura snickered. “I guess I’ll finally get to show you all my skills.”
 
   “So Yazma has agreed to give up some of her days for us to do this? So how many days of advanced flame training and weapons training do we get now? Because I’m totally fine with giving up that pesky free day,” Shiva said.
 
   “Not our free day!” Ash and Aura said simultaneously. 
 
   “Shut up, everyone!” Goddard said, raising his voice. “I managed to get one of Hell’s foremost weapons experts, a living legend, and relative of someone in this courtyard right now.”
 
   This caught their attention. Both Ash and Shiva were relatively sure they had no family they were unaware of in Hell. Goddard was a mystery, and it was his usual style to brag about himself, so perhaps the weapons expert was someone in his lineage. The only clues Aura gave were his eyebrows slanting and a nervous tap of his foot against the grass.
 
   Someone opened the door to the courtyard. Aura directed his eyes down at the grass and closed them. The man stepped into the yard and approached the team. Ash had never seen him before, so he was off the hook. Shiva recognized him from long ago, but could not remember what business he’d had with her father back then. 
 
   “Here he is now to introduce himself! I give you your new weapons instructor, Amos Draxler!” Goddard said with smug satisfaction.
 
   Aura’s eyes shot open, but he did not look up. His teammates stared in disbelief at the man before them. He was old but not elderly. Large but not fat. His black beard hung down to his chest. Strapped to his back was an enormous barrel stuffed full of various weapons. All sorts of varieties were present, but Ash really wanted to get his hands on a sword.
 
   “Uh…” Amos said, his eyes lingering on Aura. “Thanks, Goddard. It’s nice to meet you all.” Amos looked choked up. He still stared at Aura, who refused to remove his eyes from the ground. “It’s nice to see you again, Aura.”
 
   “Hey, Aura,” Shiva said. “This guy knows you. Is he your…”
 
   “Is he your brother?!” Ash asked.
 
   “Idiot! He’s way too old for that!” Shiva barked.
 
   “Aura…” Amos said, holding back tears. “Please, look at me!” 
 
   Goddard stifled a smile, pleased at the chaos he’d introduced.
 
   Aura exhaled and lifted his head. “It’s been a while, huh…” he said. 
 
   “Almost thirty years, son.”
 
   “How can you still call me that after… everything.”
 
   “I never stopped thinking of you as my son!”
 
   “Then why didn’t you ever come looking for me?”
 
   “I’ve come here today to make amends with you. I’m ready to forgive you.”
 
   “You forgive me…?” Aura asked. “Well you can keep your amends; I don’t want them.” The boy turned his shoulder to his father and headed for the door.
 
   “Hey Draxler! Where are you going?” Shiva called.
 
   “There’s nothing more for me to gain by training with him,” Aura said. “I’m going to have to decline.”
 
   “You can’t just get out of training that easily!” Shiva said. “Hey old man Draxler! Toss me one of those swords! I’m going to teach him a little respect!”
 
   “As you wish, Lady Shiva,” Amos said and instinctively grabbed a wooden practice sword from his back-barrel, tossing it to Shiva. “But I must warn you: I highly recommend against attacking him.”
 
   “He may be your son, but I won’t go easy on him!” Shiva dashed towards Aura, screaming barbarically as a warning while holding the wooden sword above her head.
 
   “I warned her,” Amos muttered to himself.
 
   Shiva pounced on Aura from behind, swinging the wooden sword like a club at the boy. Aura responded by simply stepping to the side of her attack, avoiding it completely. With his gauntlet hand he grabbed the blade of the sword, spun around backwards pulling the wooden blade out of Shiva’s hand and grasping it with his own free hand. Now he was the one pointing a sword directly at Shiva.
 
   “Whoa!” Ash said, as Shiva took into account everything that happened. “He’s good!”
 
   “I don’t need the training, because I’ve been through it all before,” Aura said. “So I’ll take these days off instead. See you.” Without another glance back at his long-lost father, the boy left. Everyone looked stunned.
 
   “I guess the younger Draxler is going to stubbornly insist on skipping these sessions,” Goddard said. “I’m taking that out of your fee, Amos.”
 
   “I don’t care,” said Amos. “I’m just happy I got to see my son…”
 
   “Dude…” Ash said. “What’d you do to him?”
 
   “None of your damn business, kid!” Amos replied. “I apologize for making such a scene. When Goddard told me he could reunite me with my son, I just had to take the chance. Honestly, it went about as well as I imagined it would… This is a pretty lousy first impression of me you’re all getting. Still, I’d like to thank you for bringing me here today Mr. von Gosick. I’ll continue to try making amends with Aura on my own time.”
 
   “I’m happy I could bring you both together once again.” Though Goddard said this with the noblest of smiles, in the back of his mind another scheme was hard at work. As it happened, Goddard knowingly hired Amos Draxler just to see how his estranged son would react. The results were less than he had hoped for. 
 
   “Why don’t we just forget what happened here and start over,” Amos said. “I’m Amos. I used to run the weapons factory that at one time supplied the entire Kingdom. I’ve mastered every weapon there is, and now I’m going to pass down that knowledge to you two.”
 
   “Whoa…” Ash said.
 
   “’Bout time,” said Shiva.
 
   “We’ll have our first official lesson tomorrow, so for right now I’d just like to get a sense of what you both already know.” Amos ripped two wooden swords from his back-barrel and tossed them to Ash and Shiva. “Let me see how you hold them.”
 
   The two caught their swords, more or less, and held them by the hilt. Amos eyed their technique and stances.
 
   “Pathetic! Do either of you even know how to hold a sword?”
 
   “Isn’t it like this?” Ash asked, holding the sword forward with both hands.
 
   “You need both hands to hold that flimsy piece of wood, do you?” Amos asked.
 
   “It’s a one-handed sword,” Shiva said. “Even I can tell that!” She held her sword out with her right hand, keeping her left hand placed defiantly on her hip.
 
   “Your stance isn’t any better!” Amos said. Shiva deflated in embarrassment. “Very well, if this is all you got, come at me and do your worst!”
 
   Despite Amos’s comment, Ash charged forward gripping the sword with both hands. He was planning on swinging the sword as hard as he could, but Shiva beat him to it. She dashed forward pointing her sword directly at Amos’s head. But the old man was much more skilled than them and evaded easily. By grabbing two more swords from his back-barrel and turning his body sideways, Amos defended against their pitiful attacks. Ash, who swung his sword like a baseball bat, found his blade halted with little effort by Amos’s own sword. Shiva’s forward jab was evaded simply by twisting his head and then disarming her. 
 
   The two were helpless against him. Ash dropped his sword, eager to surrender. Shiva gave up as well, realizing she was too unprepared to duel with a weapons expert like Amos. 
 
   “You both have a lot to learn. Aura was better than you when he was only ten!” Amos said as he collected their swords. “I’ve got my work cut out for me.”
 
    
 
   By the time the teacher finished scolding them, the sun had all but disappeared from the sky. After dismissing his new students, Amos navigated the castle halls heading for the exit. He walked slowly, lost in contemplation as he paced the dimly lit corridors. Seeing his son in the flesh stirred up past memories he’d rather of forgotten. 
 
   Aura wasn’t doing any better, as he walked the darkened streets of North Hell, going nowhere in particular. He had to get away from his father, but didn’t feel like going home nor did he wish to spend his free time in the company of others. For once, he avoided the bars where he’d usually go to hit on women.   
 
   Like his father, the young death toucher walked aimlessly, reliving in his mind the memories that had fueled his nightmares for most of his life.
 
   



  
 


Chapter Twelve: Daddy’s Little Defect
 
    
 
   Twenty-nine years ago…
 
    
 
   Amos Draxler sat at his office desk reviewing his weapon orders. He would have to skip lunch again if he wanted to get all his orders filled for the day. With Al Satan recently taking the throne from his father Wilhelm, the castle staff was also going through a big shakeup. Most notably, the new Commander of the Royal Guard.
 
   Sepultura Stryd had been chosen to replace the previous Commander Archen. While Archen was a compassionate Commander who put more efforts into helping the communities and serving the people, Al Satan’s choice of replacement was obsessed with creating an army. He led a successful recruiting operation and nearly tripled the Royal Guard’s number of enrolled soldiers.  More soldiers meant more weapons. And the castle’s official weaponsmith was Amos Draxler.
 
   The family business was suddenly booming, but the business was beginning to come before the family. Amos flipped through his pile of papers, pausing only to write down numbers, addresses, and deadlines. Without so much as a knock on the door, his nine-year-old son Aura barged in, his whining louder than usual.
 
   “Dad!!” Aura said. “I’ve been waiting outside for an hour now! Were you ever going to come out?”
 
   Amos spun in his chair, startled. “What are you talking about? Why aren’t you at school? Your mother and I pay a lot to send you to the noble’s academy! You better not be ditching again!”
 
   “It’s a weekend!” said Aura. 
 
   “It is?” Amos looked closely at his desk calendar. “This means I’m already behind on tomorrow’s order!” Amos spun around and returned to furiously flipping through his paperwork and writing down data. For a minute, the only sounds that were heard came from the millworkers operating the heavy weapon-forging machinery on the factory floor. 
 
   “Fine! Then forget your stupid promise!” Aura slammed the door and stomped away, leaving his father to his work.
 
   Several minutes passed before Aura’s words entered his father’s mind. Promise? What promise was he talking about? I don’t remember a promise… He continued to think on it for another couple of minutes, until a big ball came smashing through his large office window. Again, Amos jumped off his chair in fright. He picked up the ball and went to the window.
 
   “Um…” Aura called out from the ground below. “I’m sorry!”
 
   Amos gripped the ball. How could he forget? His son wanted to play catch with him over his lunch break. “I remember now,” said Amos, looking back at his desk covered in paper. Amos grabbed his jacket off the coat rack and exited his office. On the way out he called to his assistant, “I’m going home for lunch! I made a mess in my office, go clean it up!”
 
   He met Aura in the factory’s small yard and they headed home together. It was a short walk, since Amos insisted they live in South Hell to be closer to the factory. The father and son entered their modest home to a mouth-watering aroma coming from the stove. 
 
   “You’re home!” Angelica said in surprise. “I can’t remember the last time you came home for lunch.”
 
   “I had to,” Amos said. “I promised.” 
 
   “Good,” Angelica said. “Lunch is just about ready.”
 
   Aura was already seated at the table in anticipation. His twin sister Nora sat across the table drawing in her sketchpad, which she carried with her everywhere she went. Once Aura had even caught her sleeping with it! For only being nine-years-old, Nora was a prodigy. She could draw anything. Landscapes, portraits, even abstract art. She went through many different phases, but she was currently stuck on one that her father did not approve of.
 
   “What are you working on there, Nora?” Amos asked, eyeing her paper. Nora dropped her pencil and held up her sketchbook. She just completed a portrait of a very handsome, muscular, shirtless boy. Amos smiled, faintly. “You used to draw the loveliest landscapes. Why don’t you go back to doing that?”
 
   “She’s a young lady,” Angelica said. The mother carried a large pot to the table and set it before her family. Lifting the lid, steam poured out and she cleared the air. The pot contained a roast demon bird that looked every bit as fantastic as it smelled. “It’s just a phase. All girls go through it at one time or another.”
 
   Nora tore the page out of her sketchbook and handed it to her mother. Angelica carried it across the room to the far wall. Grabbing a pin, she stuck the picture to the wall amongst several other risqué drawings of handsome young men in various states of undress and poses. 
 
   “But at her age?” Amos said. “Shouldn’t she still be playing with dolls?” 
 
   “I have a doll,” Nora said, holding up an old doll she’d outfitted with a black suit. Over the doll’s face Nora sued on a handsome boy’s face that she drew herself.
 
   “I don’t want you playing with that doll anymore,” Amos said. Nora wasn’t listening; she had gone back to working on another sketch.
 
   Angelica dished everyone up, making sure to cut up Aura’s meat for him. Nora shoveled whole pieces of food in her mouth without even looking up from her artwork. Almost a minute went by before Angelica finished cutting and Aura finally got to start eating his food.
 
   “You spoil the boy too much,” Amos said. 
 
   “I know,” Angelica said smiling, running a hand through Aura’s hair.
 
   “You should stop, you’re only softening him up.”
 
   “Nonsense! I’m just giving him all the love and attention he needs.”
 
   “He doesn’t need attention, he needs to start training.”
 
   “Not this again…”
 
   “Why not? All the other boys his age are starting. It’s good for them to get started early.”
 
   “I don’t want our boy training yet. He gets to be a kid for a few more years still.”
 
   “Unfortunately, we don’t decide how long he gets to be a kid. The demons do.”
 
   Aura stopped eating, a worried look appeared on his face. Even Nora stopped sketching, but didn’t look up from her sketchpad. This was not the first time their parents argued over the subject of Aura’s training.
 
   “We’re in a time of great calm,” Angelica said. “Demon attacks have been down for years. You’re lucky the new Commander hasn’t realized that yet, or you wouldn’t be doing so well at the factory.”
 
   “Regardless, I still want Aura to join the Royal Guard when he comes of age, like I did. My father raised me to be an honorable warrior first and a weapons merchant second. If Aura’s going to take over the family business some day, he’ll have to do the same.”
 
   “Well why don’t we let Aura decide?” Angelica proposed. “What do you think, sweetheart? Would you like to join the Royal Guard some day?”
 
   “I don’t wanna,” Aura said without hesitation. “They have to fight so many demons. No way I’m going near any demons!” 
 
   “I’d rather you stay away from them too, sweetheart,” Angelica said. “At least for a few more years. But you will have to start your training some day, mister.”
 
   “Yeah, sure, we’ll see,” said Aura.
 
   “Where’s your honor, boy?” Amos asked his son. “Are you just going to let the Draxler legacy end? For the last four generations we Draxlers have served in the Royal Guard before inheriting the family business. And you’ve had the great fortune to be the first of us born to a noble! It’s about time you realized that life can’t always be about playing games and having fun. You will have to grow up. The sooner you do, the sooner you will understand the importance of the family legacy that sits on your shoulders, and the honor that comes with it.”
 
   Nora scoffed. “Aura? Be honorable? I’m sorry to inform you dad, but he’s a total softie.” Nora kicked at her brother underneath the table. Aura yelped in pain, grabbing at his shin. 
 
   “Nora!” 
 
   “Clearly, he needs the training,” said Amos.
 
   “Just a few more years,” Angelica said. “Please.”
 
   Amos caved. There was no way he could convince his wife. He began to think of ways he could ‘sneak-train’ Aura without anyone knowing. Noticing his daughter sketching very quickly now, he asked her what she was working on.
 
   “I’m done with boys for today,” she said. “I’m drawing a baby now.” She flipped her sketchpad around to reveal a depiction of Aura as a small, sobbing baby in a diaper.
 
   “Nora!” Aura shouted at his sister. “Erase it!” 
 
   “I just draw what I see,” Nora said. Despite his daughter’s rude behavior, Amos managed to laugh. This definitely wasn’t the family he thought he’d have. They were an odd bunch, but his love for them was immeasurable. His only wish was for something to happen that would change his son into a more mature, motivated, and honorable young man.
 
   Then he got exactly what he wished for.
 
    
 
   The following morning, the Draxler house was abuzz with their usual breakfast routine. Angelica sprinted laps around the kitchen making everyone’s individual meals. Nora brushed her hair while chewing on a warm piece of toast. Amos eyed the morning paper in-between bites of egg. Like every day, Aura was the last one to the breakfast table.
 
   “Mornin’,” he said with a yawn as he sat down at the table. He was rubbing his eyes when Amos looked up from his newspaper and noticed the change.
 
   “What did you do to your hand?” Amos asked. 
 
   “Hmm?” Aura didn’t seem to know his father was speaking to him at first. He opened his eyes and saw that his right hand was entirely black. It took him a moment to realize he was seeing correctly. He screamed, tipping over his chair and falling backwards to the floor.
 
   “Aura!” Angelica said. 
 
   Amos was at his son’s side first. He gripped his son’s arm by the wrist, right below where the skin turned black. “What happened?”
 
   “I don’t know!” Aura panicked. “It wasn’t like this when I went to bed last night!” 
 
   “Oh my poor baby!” Angelica cried. “Does it hurt, sweetie?”
 
   “Not really.” Aura stopped crying. He wasn’t in any pain, just shock. “It doesn’t feel different. I must have slept on it,” Aura said.
 
   Nora peeked over the table to examine her brother’s new oddity.
 
   “No one’s hand would turn completely black just from sleeping improperly on it,” Amos said. “This has to be something else.”
 
   “What?” Angelica pleaded. “I’ll use every one of my noble connections to get the best medical minds and brightest scholars working on figuring out what this is!”
 
   I’ve heard about this before, Amos thought to himself. There’s no mistaking it, it looks exactly like in the old stories...
 
   “Dad…” Aura said. “What’s wrong with me?”
 
   “Listen, all of you,” Amos said. “I think it’s a curse.”
 
   “A curse!?” Aura said.
 
   “Cool!” Nora exclaimed.
 
   “No!” Angelica said.
 
   “Yes, a curse called the death touch. God used to give his Archangels this power long ago.”
 
   “How the heck did I become one?!” 
 
   “No one wanted the power, it was given to them at random.” 
 
   “Why!?” 
 
   “This all took place a long time ago, back when the angels used to interfere with the humans on a regular basis. God realized their work could be done more discreetly if the angels could remove souls with a single touch. It’s also written that they could do things with soul power that no one else could.”
 
   “Scary!!” Aura held his hand far away from himself. “So I can’t touch anyone with this hand anymore or they’ll die?”
 
   “Interesting,” Nora said, admiring her brother’s cursed hand.
 
   Amos went to his room and returned holding one of his old metal gauntlets. He held it in front of Aura and made him put it on over the black hand. “Don’t take that off,” he told his son.
 
   “For how long?” Aura asked.
 
   “Forever.”
 
   “He can’t wear that thing forever! It’s not even his size!” Angelica said.
 
   “If word of this gets out, there’s no doubt that the Royal Guard will be after him. They can’t just let a power like that walk around freely. If his ability is ever discovered, he’ll most likely be taken into custody for life.”
 
   “Then what?” Nora asked, now much more interested in her boring family.
 
   “He’ll either be forced to serve the King, or executed.”
 
   Angelica wailed in sadness some more, while Aura looked down at the large metal gauntlet on his hand. “I’ll never tell a soul,” he said. “I’ll wear this gauntlet all the time!”
 
    
 
   That morning at school, Aura noticed an immediate change. He had always been ignored by the other children and had no friends to speak of. When he entered the classroom and took his seat, the teacher and other children all stared at him before saying anything.
 
   Finally, the teacher spoke up. “Mr. Draxler, please remove that… armor.”
 
   “I can’t,” Aura turned red with all the eyes on him.
 
   “This is not a battlefield, it is a classroom. My classroom. And in my classroom, students wear their proper uniforms and not random pieces of armor.”
 
   Aura stood. He kept his eyes low, trying to avoid making eye contact with his classmates who had never looked at him for so long before. He walked to the front of the room and handed his teacher a small slip of paper. The teacher took it and began to read.
 
   Aura has developed a delicate and contagious skin condition on his right hand. For this purpose, and for the safety of the other children, I must insist he wear his containment gauntlet at all times. Any questions can be addressed to me. – Amos Draxler.
 
   “I see…” the teacher said, eyeing Aura’s right hand suspiciously. “You’d better keep it on, then. Go sit.” Aura walked back to his desk, and just like that it was decided he could wear the gauntlet indefinitely. He was relieved his teacher seemed so dismissive of the strange fashion statement, and hoped things would continue on as normal.
 
   But his classmates weren’t so quick to let the issue die. It started with odd looks from all the kids. Throughout the course of the day, Aura caught nearly every kid in class stealing inquisitive glances at him. At first he was flattered, but when the looks he started getting were those of disgust and laughter, the reality of his situation set in. He was now even more of a social outcast than he was before.
 
   The next day, his classmates evolved from simple stares and began passing notes. He noticed it before class even started, when one boy slipped a small scrap of paper to another boy. That boy immediately glanced at Aura and snickered. Aura watched him later slip the same note to the boy in front of him. The note worked its way around the room throughout the course of the day, passing through everyone but their teacher and Aura’s hands. 
 
   At the end of the day the classroom cleared out. Aura lingered behind working on an assignment. He didn’t like walking the academy’s halls until everyone was gone. When he finally got his bag packed and was about to leave the room, he spotted the scrap of paper on the floor near the door. Someone tried to throw it away, but it never reached the wastebasket. Aura leaned down and picked it up. He read:
 
   Look at Draxler’s stupid glove! He reminds me of a defective product.
 
   Yes. I was thinking the same thing! He’s a defect! 
 
   Defective Draxler!
 
   Draxler the Defect!
 
   He’s not even a real noble, you know? His daddy is as South Hell as they come!
 
   He’s daddy’s little defect!
 
   More was written, but Aura crumpled the paper up and tossed it away without reading any of it. That night, he thought seriously about removing the gauntlet at school and showing everyone his secret tomorrow. As he lay awake in bed, he wondered what his classmate’s reactions would be if they knew he was a death toucher. Would they still pick on him?
 
   He didn’t reveal his power, though. He carried on like nothing was wrong while his classmate’s behavior devolved. After notes came insults. It started out lightly, with whispers behind his back and never to his face. He’d hear someone say under their breath as he passed by, “defect,” and he would ignore it. Occasionally, it would be paired with some act of accidental pushing or bumping into in the halls. 
 
   On one occasion, a boy named Bones pushed him from behind. Aura fell flat on his face. “Oops,” Bones said. All the children watched. No teachers were present, and no one was going to help Aura up. “I’m sorry, defective Draxler! At least you had your armor on to protect you!” Bones stepped around Aura.
 
   “Yo Bones!”
 
   Bones the bully turned around. A fist from Nora Draxler connected with his nose.
 
   The crowd dispersed, some laughing and some scared. Nora kneeled down and picked up her brother’s book.
 
   “Demons,” she said, holding out the book to him.
 
   “What did I do wrong?” Aura asked, snatching the book. “I’m not mean to anyone. I don’t bug people. It’s not my fault I was born to a non-noble! I didn’t choose to have this evil hand! So why does everyone have to be so mean?”
 
   “It’s just going to get worse, you know.”
 
   Aura wiped the tears and snot from his face with his left hand. “No… I won’t let it!”
 
    
 
   That night, Aura came to his father with a request.
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “I am,” Aura said. “I’ve been thinking about what you said about our family legacy. I want to follow in your footsteps. I’ll start training with you now and join the Royal Guard when I’m ready.”
 
   “And the family business? You’ll take over for me too?” 
 
   “Of course. ‘We Draxlers make the best steel,’ isn’t that the family motto?”
 
   “I’ve never been so proud of you!” Amos said as he pulled Aura into a loving embrace.
 
   From that day on, Aura would meet his father at the factory after he was released from school. They would spend an hour at night training on the empty factory floor. At first, his training was studying. A week went by and his father still hadn’t let him even touch a sword. The bullies at school were only getting worse.
 
   Aura started coming to training with bruises on his face and arms, his clothing suddenly having scorch marks. Amos took notice but never said anything about it. Instead, Amos tossed Aura into sword training with wooden practice swords. Aura was thrilled to finally get into it.
 
   Weeks went by. Months passed. Aura’s aggressors continued to penalize him for being different. Aura took their abuse in stride. He wouldn’t allow himself to sink to their level and fight. Not yet. But he began to take notice that of all the transgressions against him, the majority of them came from the boy named Bones. That boy was quickly becoming Aura’s worst enemy.
 
   Then one fateful day, Bones shoved Aura into a wall so hard Aura almost blacked out. With Bones’s elbow against the back of his neck, Aura heard his bully whisper to him. 
 
   “You think you’re tough now that you’ve been putting in time training with your old man? Your old man is pathetic, Southside gutter trash. And that makes you the son of trash. You’ll always be a defect!”
 
   Aura was done taking crap from him. With a burst of anger, he pushed off the wall and made Bones take an involuntary step backward. 
 
   “After school today,” Aura said. “Let’s settle this.”
 
   “You’re on, defect!” Bones said. “Hey everyone, daddy’s little defect here is going to fight me!” Bones ran off to rally his primitive friends. Aura walked to his next class, unaware of his sister Nora watching him go.
 
    
 
   The rest of that day went by too slowly for Aura. He stared only at the clock on the wall, waiting for the countdown to end. When at last the final bell tolled, Aura burst out of his seat and sprinted out of the classroom. Bones watched, a smug smirk on his face. The boy and his posse headed outside to the yard to wait for Aura.
 
   Over twenty minutes went by, and there was still no sign of Aura. Nearly half the school stuck around to watch the fight. Nora hid among the mass of children, waiting to see what her cowardly brother would do. 
 
   “Well boys, I don’t think he’s going to show up,” Bones said with arrogant confidence. 
 
   “Bones!” Another child burst forward. “I saw the defect fly towards the Southern Section right when school let out! Don’t you see? He’s run home! He’s given up!”
 
   “I knew he would!” Bones said. The crowd rumbled and nearly dispersed, until Aura dropped out of the sky and landed. He stood before Bones holding two wooden practice swords. “What? You couldn’t fight me hand to hand, so you ran home and got some swords to attack me with?”
 
   Aura responded by tossing one of the swords to the ground at Bones’s feet. 
 
   “What’s this?”
 
   “We’ll duel with swords. It’ll be a fair fight,” Aura said.
 
   “Sounds good to me!” Bones bent down and picked up the sword. The crowd began to cheer and chant, “Fight! Fight! Fight!” 
 
   “You’re an even bigger idiot than I thought, defect! You think you’re the only one who’s started training early? My old man’s been teaching me swords for two years! There’s no way a beginner like you can beat me!”
 
   Bones leapt forward with a downward slash at Aura. Aura shot forward, holding the wooden sword in his left hand. His right hand rose up to grab at his opponent’s sword. He pulled the sword aside, and with Bones defenseless, Aura slammed him in the side of the face with his own wooden sword. Bones dropped to the ground at once, a dark bruise forming on his cheek.
 
   Just like that the fight was over. The crowd went nuts. Everyone cheered, “Aura! Aura! Aura!” He’d never had so much positive attention in his life. Not wanting to spoil the moment by standing around looking stupid, Aura thought he should say a few words. 
 
   “Listen up, everyone who gave me shit about this!” he said, motioning to his right arm. Everyone settled down and listened. Nora poked her head through the crowd to get a better look at her brother.
 
   “This gauntlet is a gift from my father! I wear it with pride, because it was made by the best weaponsmith in the kingdom: my father!” Aura raised his gauntlet proudly for all to see. “It’s the only armor I need!” 
 
   That image of her brother, gauntlet held up proudly, was burned into Nora’s mind. She’d never seen her brother look so cool.
 
   “Anyone else got a problem with that?” Aura asked. His classmates all shook their heads in denial. Bones still lay unconscious on the ground, his posse attempting to wake him. 
 
   “I didn’t think so.”
 
    
 
   



  
 


Chapter Thirteen: Aura’s Honor
 
    
 
   The school faculty was in an uproar over the fight between Aura and Bones. Many of the teachers pushed for expulsion. The school board decided to simply raise the trouble student’s education fees significantly. Amos and Angelica were grateful, but concerned for their son.
 
   They had greatly misjudged how difficult their son’s condition was making his life. For Angelica, it felt like she had failed as a mother to protect her son’s childish innocence. She took extra care to smother him with affection in the following days. Amos felt the opposite. Though he was disheartened by his son’s ordeal, he beamed with fatherly pride that his once-lazy son was now capable of defending himself.
 
   With the higher fee for Aura’s schooling, Amos would have to put off replacing his office window for a while longer. As he sat in his dampened workspace in the days after Aura’s incident, an idea struck him. When he returned home that night he had a special request for his daughter at the dinner table.
 
   “I want you to paint something nice over the boarded up window in my office,” Amos said. Nora’s eyes lit up with excitement, but Amos was quick to clarify, “not a boy.”
 
   “Aww,” Nora said, deflated. 
 
   “You can do a nice landscape, or even a demon for all I care. I just don’t want to stare at that blank piece of wood anymore.” 
 
   “I’m not as experienced with paint as I am with pencils, so I’ll have to practice for a while until I’m ready to commit to a design,” she told him.
 
   The next day Nora joined her father and brother for their after-school training session at the factory. Amos surprised her by revealing an easel and several blank canvases for her to practice painting on. She eagerly taught herself how to mix colors together to create new ones and the various techniques used to apply paint to the canvas while Aura and Amos clashed on the factory floor.
 
   Aura was in the middle of spear training, as Amos jabbed at him with a staff to teach him how to defend. The boy preferred the sword to the spear and offense over defense, but he was holding his ground. He tried sneaking in an attack when he thought his father’s guard was down, but Amos easily deflected his son’s blow and struck him directly in the gut. Aura fell to the ground. 
 
   “You’re too impatient,” Amos told him. “If you would have just defended a little longer, you could have taken a shot at me when I tired.”
 
   “I don’t like waiting,” Aura said. “Better to just defeat your enemy and get it over with.”
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with that line of thinking,” Amos said, grabbing Aura’s hand and pulling him up to his feet. “But you must possess the strength and endurance to pull it off. Something you have yet to attain. Rest a moment and catch your breath. We’ll continue shortly.”
 
   Amos left Aura to rest and climbed the staircase up to his office. There, Nora swiped her brush across the canvas as if she were also practicing with a weapon. “How’s it going?” Amos asked.
 
   “I think I’m finally getting the hang of this painting business!” Nora said.
 
   “I can’t wait to see what you come up with, dear,” Amos said as he stepped around the easel to see what his daughter had been working on. His jaw dropped when he saw a painting of three shirtless men in ridiculously suggestive poses. Amos lifted the canvas off the easel and walked to the balcony overlooking his factory floor.
 
   “Target practice!” he said, chucking the painting over the balcony. Aura responded immediately by blasting a small fireball into the air at his target. He hit the painting dead on, raining down scraps of burning canvas to the floor.
 
   “You didn’t have to go that far! It was just for practice!” Nora said.
 
   “I bought these supplies for you to practice landscapes, not more boys! If you don’t do what I asked for I’ll take them all away!”
 
   “Fine!” 
 
   Over the next week Nora continued to follow her brother to the factory after school. She would work on her painting skills in her father’s office while the two continued their training sessions. Eventually, Angelica caught on to her family’s routine. She came to watch a few training sessions, and although she was opposed to it at first, seeing how happy Aura looked spending time with his father made her reconsider her stance on the matter. She started packing supper to bring to the factory so they could eat there together.
 
   Nora continued to wrack her brain over what exactly she should paint for her father. She could easily do a landscape and get it over with, but that would be too easy. She didn’t want to waste the opportunity to use paint, and more importantly she wanted to impress her father. One day when her creative juices were running low, she took a break and moved to the balcony overlooking the factory floor where her father and brother were in the middle of sword practice. She watched them begin their mock duel.
 
   Aura dashed forward, eager as always to end the contest with a single swing of his sword. “I’ll get you this time!” he said. The boy swung his wooden sword as hard as he could, only to be stopped dead in its path by Amos’s own blade.
 
   “Too hasty as usual, boy!” Amos said. With his superior strength, he easily broke away from his son’s attack. Aura backed up a safe distance, waiting for his father’s next move. “Let’s see you defend from this!”
 
   Amos launched forward, raising his blade and bringing it down quickly. But Aura had learned a new trick from his battle with Bones, and reached out to grab his father’s sword with his gauntlet hand. Amos was surprised by his son’s tenacity, but being a skilled and experienced warrior, came up with a simple solution and raised his leg to kick off of his son.
 
   “Careful with that leg,” Aura warned him. “You wouldn’t want to lose it.”
 
   Amos lowered his gaze and saw what his son was talking about. Aura had raised his own sword ever so slightly holding the blade against his father’s right thigh. If this had been a real duel, he would have lost that leg. Amos dropped his sword and smiled.
 
   “You’ve really changed. I have to admit, I didn’t have much faith in you. But you’ve really proved me wrong, son. I think its safe for me to say that I don’t have to worry about the Draxler legacy, or our family’s honor. It’s in good hands with you.”
 
   Aura turned red in the face and averted his eyes. “It’s just because I have the best armor in the Kingdom.” The boy held up his prized gauntlet and smiled. “Without this, I’m nothing.”
 
   Nora, who had been watching the scene intently, was suddenly jolted with inspiration. Her brother had reminded her of something. Something cool. 
 
   “I got it!” she called down to them. They both looked in confusion at her. “I know what I’m going to paint!”
 
    
 
   Nora demanded to stay the night at the factory to work on her painting. After school the next day the kids and their parents all planned to spend the night in the factory. Aura and Amos passed time by sparring while Angelica prepared their meals. Nora laid claim to the office and put up blankets around her work so that no one could see it until it was finished.
 
   Angelica called out for everyone to come eat. Nora decided to skip dinner and stay in the office working on the painting. As the family chowed down, Aura thought he’d be kind and take Nora a sweet biscuit. He approached the office door and knocked, calling out for permission to enter.
 
   “Aura? Hang on a second,” Nora said. “Okay, I’m ready, come in.”
 
   Aura opened the door and stepped inside his dad’s transformed office. What had once been a dreary dim workplace was now a creativity-feeding chamber. Since the artificial sun had just gone out, the room was lit by the glow of hundreds of small candles places all around the room. 
 
   “Looks cool in here,” Aura said. “How’s it going?”
 
   “I think I’ve created a masterpiece. Dad might want to consider making this into a logo if he were smart!”
 
   “Not if it’s another boy, you weirdo,” Aura jabbed.
 
   “Because of our ‘gifts’, we’re both weirdos,” Nora said. “But I think it’s our gifts that set us apart from everyone else. I think if you can manage to hide that cursed hand from the Royal Guard, you’ll go far.”
 
   “It shouldn’t be hard,” Aura said. “I don’t plan on ever using this cursed thing. It’s too scary. I don’t know what would happen to me… What I would become…”
 
   “Then don’t worry. You don’t have to use it if you don’t want to.”
 
    
 
   Another hour went by. Finally, Nora emerged from the office smiling wildly.
 
   “It’s done!” she said.
 
   At the same time, the demon invasion siren started to sound. The Kingdom was being invaded once more. Aura and Amos jumped up and headed for the door.
 
   “Aura, you’re staying here,” he said.
 
   “What! Come on! I’ve had all the training I need! I’m ready to fight the demons now!” Aura said.
 
   “Wrong,” Amos said. “You have come a long way, but you’re still a ten year old boy. Training or no training, you just aren’t ready to fight the demons yet.”
 
   “That’s bullcrap!” Aura said.
 
   “Instead, I will ask you to take on an even greater task than clearing the Kingdom of demons,” Amos said. Aura listened up. “Stay here and protect your mother and sister. I want you take them all into the basement and lock the door. Should demons find their way in, you will be in charge of their safety. I’m counting on you.”
 
   Aura was touched by the responsibility entrusted to him by his father. He could not deny his father’s request, and in minutes had Nora and Angelica climbing the stairs through a hidden hatch in the floor into the basement. 
 
   “It’s not fair!” Nora whined. “Right before I was about to show off my masterpiece!” 
 
   “Son,” Amos called to Aura one last time. Aura turned and barely managed to catch a sword that his father tossed to him. He pulled at the sheath and saw a real steel blade underneath. “I hope you won’t have to use it.”
 
   Aura nodded and dropped through the hatch into the basement, slamming the door above him. Amos snuck out the back door to the factory, and making sure there were no demons nearby, proceeded to create a small seal on the door to hold it firmly in place. Hoping for the safety of his family, he took off to face whatever challenges the night would bring him.
 
   Time drifted by slowly in the basement. The storage area was roomy enough, but it was also tragically bare. Since so much of their weapons and armor were being shipped every day, the storage room essentially stored nothing. The family sat on overturned crates in the rear room. 
 
   Almost an hour had passed when their playful conversation was interrupted by a loud BANG sound from somewhere close.
 
   “What was that?” Nora said.
 
   “Let’s all be quiet,” Angelica whispered. “Don’t speak.”
 
   Everyone stayed quiet. They heard footsteps on the floor above them. A slow, curious pacing set of footsteps walked around the factory floor above. Aura hopped off his crate, his legs shaking so much they almost refused to carry him. The boy stepped towards the door to the hall. His mother put a hand on his shoulder to hold him back. 
 
   Aura turned around and whispered “I’m not a baby anymore.”
 
   He walked to the door. Legs still shaking with fright, the boy gripped his sword and pulled it from the sheath. Holding it at the ready, he slowly opened the door trying to be as quiet as possible. He stepped into the hall and closed the door behind him. They’d left the hall unlit on purpose. Now it worked against the boy, leaving him blind. There was only one source of light that came from the opened hatch door at the end of the hall, the hatch that should have been closed.
 
   Aura was alone in a dark basement with a demon he couldn’t see. Not wanting to venture too far from his family, Aura stood still by the door. At first he could hear nothing. The loud invasion siren was still blaring. A barely audible pitter-patter stood out from the sirens. It became easier to hear as the sound came closer. Aura raised his blade just as a creature walked over his foot. The boy jammed his sword downward in a panic, piercing…something.
 
   There was a loud squeak and something was stuck to his blade. The boy kicked it off and lit a flame. The light revealed a dead cat-like demon on the ground. It had long claws and a wiry opposable tail like an opossum. Though the body was demon, the creature’s head was that of a man’s. The teeth were caked in dried blood.
 
   Aura tossed another small fireball down the hall. It reached the area directly underneath the trapdoor hatch without revealing another demon. Aura felt a brief moment of relief, until dozens more of the disturbing creatures dropped down through the hatch. All of them headed straight for Aura. The boy returned to the room with his mother and sister, slamming the door in a frenzy.
 
   “What’s going on?” Angelica asked.
 
   Aura pressed his back up against the door and braced himself. “Help!” 
 
   The ladies jumped to the job, pressing their backs against the door. They felt a strong force pushing back and the three of them struggled to keep it closed. They all braced themselves as they defended their safe room. When a minute passed, the family finally felt the demons defeat.
 
   A few tense minutes later, the demon invasion siren stopped ringing. Aura of course had to be the one to test the waters, and so he once more braved the hall. This time he walked all the way down to the hatch and poked his head out. Nothing demonic in sight, he dropped down to fetch his family.
 
   “All clear,” he declared. The three of them crept out of the basement and up through the hatch. Aura led the way, sword drawn and alert. As soon as Nora was out she rushed upstairs to the office.
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?” he said.
 
   “To make sure my work is alright!” Nora replied, storming up the stairs. 
 
   “Wait, we should stay together!” Aura said. Nora reached the top of the stairs and entered her father’s office. Everything was exactly how she’d left it. She approached her canvas, the board that covered the broken window. She’d hung a blanket over it so no one could see. In the dim lighting she could just make out a shape moving across the blanket. She heard a loud SQUEAK and the figure jumped at her.
 
   Nora screamed as the rat demon latched onto her hair. Aura was at the door to the office and rushed in. He took hold of the demon with his gauntlet hand and urged his sister to lean down. With his free hand, he held the sword’s blade up and cut off the strand of hair the demon was latched to. Nora was freed.
 
   “Are you alright?” Aura asked. Nora calmed down and managed to give a weak nod in acknowledgment. A loud cry from Angelica on the factory floor made the kids jump. “Mom!” they both said in horror.
 
   They ran to the balcony and saw their mother below with her back turned to them. She was staring at the far end of the factory by the front door. Walking towards their mother was a… thing.
 
   It was a man-like creature. Its doughy skin was pale white with black stripes that ran all over its body. It had no facial features either. The creature’s head had no face to speak of. Only two small indents could be found where its ears should of been.
 
   “Mom, get up here!” Aura shouted. Angelica turned to run. Before she made it to the stairs, the demon shot its arm forward. The arm stretched like it was made of rubber, all the way across the factory floor and latched on to Angelica’s shoulder.
 
   She screamed as the creature pulled her back. The children shouted, and Aura drew his sword and charged down the stairs. Raising his blade, he slashed downward on the stretched out arm. The blade went through in one swing, severing the arm clean in two. It would not let go of Angelica however, no matter how hard they pulled at it.
 
   “Useless!” The demon spoke.
 
   “Stay back!” Aura said “Or I’ll cut you up even more!”
 
   The demon did not stop walking. It bent down and collected the excess length of arm. Aura focused on freeing his mother once again. The monster’s arm had stretched more and wrapped around her legs.
 
   She tripped and fell forward with the demon arm biding her body. Aura took great care to try and cut the demon arm off her. Every time he pressed the blade into the arm it resealed itself together. The flesh started to meld together, and soon she was trapped in a doughy cocoon of demon matter.
 
   “Hang on mom! I’ll stop him!” Aura said. He charged at the demon, sword raised and ready to swing. The demon stopped. Aura plunged his sword into the horrifying creature’s belly. The sword hung there half submerged in the demon, then dropped to the ground.
 
   Aura screamed a war cry and charged forward, weaponless. The boy shot his gauntlet fist forward to punch the demon. His fist sank into the demon’s head with little resistance. Aura shouted in surprise and pulled away, his gauntlet remaining lodged in the creature.
 
   “Useless,” the demon said, spitting Aura’s gauntlet to the factory floor. It then started coughing. When it became a violent heaving sound, the demon threw up something furry. It hit the floor in a wad of goo and rolled, coming to a stop at Aura’s feet. The little furball unraveled into another demon like the ones from before. This one had the body of a small dog with another poor man’s head on it. 
 
   The demon continued coughing and hacking, and two more fuzzballs rolled out covered in slime. Aura glanced around the room looking for the closest weapon and spotted a spear sitting on a table nearby. He prepared to dodge the smaller demons and leap for the spear, but the creatures had no interest in him. They scattered across the floor, past the boy and up the stairs to the office.
 
   “Hey! Wait! Don’t go up there! Fight me!” Aura shouted. He grabbed the nearby spear and pointed it at the advancing demon.
 
   “Nora! Get out of there!”
 
   The monster continued its advance. It was almost at the tip of Aura’s spear when something fiery shot out of the upper office window. The ball of flame hit the floor, joined by two more flaming objects. The flames died out and Aura could see the charred lumps of flesh were the smaller demons. Nora exited the office and leapt the entire staircase, landing between the demon and her brother.
 
   “I’ll handle this!” she said.
 
   “No don’t! It absorbs people!” Aura said.
 
   Nora didn’t attack with her fists. The girl conjured as much flames as she could. She held her hands forward and sprayed the demon with a shower of wildfire. The demon stood still, letting the flames engulf it. It started to sway as it heated up, until its body finally caught fire. The demon wailed and thrashed as it burned.
 
   “You did it!” said Aura. “You’re killing it!”
 
   “What did I tell you?” Nora said, looking back and smiling at her brother.
 
   The demon stopped moving. “Go!” it said. A small lump of flesh shot out of the demon’s chest and collided with Nora’s face. The girl screamed in pain and was knocked backwards. Aura ran to her side while the demon stumbled back. Its burning flesh warped and stretched and folded itself inside out to smother the flames.
 
   “Nora! Don’t die, Nora!” the boy said, trying to keep his sister awake. “Dad will be here any second now! I promise!”
 
   The demon twisted and warped its body until the flames were no more. The monster looked brand new, like it had never been on fire. As Aura held his sister the demon moved right past them.  
 
   It walked up to the fleshy cocoon that held Angelica and put its foot on the pod. The flesh melded together. Angelica fused with the creature’s body as it grew and wrapped around her. Only her head stayed visible outside the flesh.
 
   Nora was still unresponsive as Aura laid her head down gently on the floor. The boy stared at the lumpy flesh demon with his mother trapped inside of it.
 
   “Damn you…” Aura said. He was at the end of his options. Attacking the creature had proved ineffective, and he didn’t doubt the monster would catch him if he ran.
 
   If only I was stronger, Aura thought. I need to protect my family! 
 
   With his resolution to save his loved ones peaked, Aura felt a jolt of something strange in his right hand. Looking down, he saw bright blue bolts of electricity shooting off his cursed hand. The boy lifted it to his face and inspected it more closely.
 
   Is this… my death touch power?
 
   Aura looked back at his mother. The demon flesh was slowly engulfing her head. Soon she’d be completely absorbed. The boy didn’t have the luxury of time to think it through. He stood and went to the demon. 
 
   “Aura…” Nora said weakly, trying to stay conscious. “What are you doing?”
 
   “I can kill it…” the boy said, his right hand shooting off jolts of blue electricity at random. “With my power, I can kill it!”
 
   “Mom’s in there!” Nora said. The girl found strength to stagger to her feet, but quickly came crashing down. She didn’t let that stop her though, as she crept forward on her knees.
 
   Aura closed his eyes and stretched out his right arm. With his cursed hand still shooting off the blue bolts of newly awakened power, the boy slapped the monster.
 
   The power of death shot through the demon’s flesh, snuffing out whatever life it found in an instant.
 
   Nora approached on her knees, trying to warn her brother against using his power. Her voice was no more than a hoarse whisper as she struggled to stay conscious.
 
   “Stop… You’ll kill her…”
 
   Nora kneeled next to her brother, grasping out for his cursed hand. A random bolt from the death touching power leapt from the boy’s hand straight at her face. The girl screamed and fell over, grabbing at her eyes.
 
   “Nora!” cried Aura, dropping his hand to his side, the blue electric power no longer flowing. The boy rushed to his sister. Her face was covered in blood. “I did it Nora, I saved mom!”
 
   Through his sister’s painful moaning, Aura managed to lower her hands away from her bloodstained face. Aura felt a tremor of bile nearly jump out of his throat at the sight of Nora’s injury.
 
   The girl’s eyeballs had melted almost entirely out of her sockets.
 
   “I can’t see…” the girl said.
 
   “Nora…” Aura struggled to find words. “Your eyes…” The boy diverted his own eyes. He could not stand to look at what he’d done to her. Instead he looked at his mom, hopeful that he would see her awaking soon. What he saw was two souls, one purple and one white, emerging from the puddle of flesh and his mother’s body. The two souls lingered momentarily before fading away from this world.
 
   “Mom… No!” 
 
   The factory door opened, the sound of thick metal creaking cut through the tragic silence. Amos entered. As soon as he saw his wife and daughter lying on the floor he dashed to them with a frozen lump in his throat.
 
   “What happened here?!”
 
   Aura was sobbing too hard to explain. Amos hovered over his wife’s body, shaking her gently and calling her name. With no response or signs of breathing from her, his attempts at waking his wife stopped. He planted one last kiss on her forehead, and with tears streaming down his face the man turned to his son and daughter.
 
   Nora was covered in blood and unconscious now. Her breathing was becoming weaker and weaker. Amos stepped to her side and brushed his son away.
 
   “I tried to save them,” said Aura between sobs. “But there was a demon that could talk and we couldn’t hurt it at all so the only thing I could do was use my power!”
 
   “I told you never to use that!” Amos screamed. “You were supposed to stay hidden!”
 
   “I’m sorry!” Aura said with tears streaming down his face. 
 
   “I need to get Nora to a medic,” said Amos, bending down and cradling his daughter in his arms. He lifted her up and headed for the door. “Go home,” he told his son. “We’ll talk later.”
 
   “I want to help…”
 
   “You’ve done enough! Now go home!” With that one last outburst, Amos left Aura alone in the factory. The boy stole one last glance at his dead mother as he collected his metal gauntlet, thrusting it over his cursed hand to cover his shame. He moved toward the exit, following his father’s orders until he remembered the reason they’d even come to the factory in the first place.
 
   Nora’s painting.
 
   The boy climbed the stairs up his father’s office. His sister’s painting was still covered by blankets in the dim room. Aura pulled the blankets down. On the boarded up window was Nora’s final piece of art, a portrait of her brother proudly raising his gauntlet for all to see.
 
   



  
 


Chapter Fourteen: Days of the Phoenix 
 
    
 
   Back to the present…
 
    
 
   Ash paused outside the door to his flat. His peacoat, which he’d retrieved from Gio’s shop, was draped over his arm. On his cheek a red mark from where Gio had slapped him still stung. The boy was warned to be more careful next time and always remove the coat before a fight, or else Gio would start charging him for the repairs.
 
   Ash stepped into his flat, tossing a small fireball at the wall candle to illuminate the room. Aura was there, sitting upright at the edge of his bed.
 
   “Hey,” he said.
 
   “Yo,” Ash replied.
 
   “How was weapons training?”
 
   “Not great, but that’s just cause I suck,” said Ash as he hung his coat up and removed his shoes. The boy sat on his own bed across from Aura. “Your dad seems cool, though.”
 
   “Hmm,” Aura said, his head out in space. 
 
   “Wanna talk about it?”
 
   Aura thought about it for a few seconds before answering. “I guess, you did tell me all your troubles…”
 
   Aura gave Ash the cliff notes of his past. He told him about the night he took his sister’s eyes, and how he was not able to protect his mother from the bizarre and deadly greater demon. He explained how he and Amos drifted apart after that night, how he couldn’t stand to be in the same house with the family he let down and eventually ran away.
 
   “I know it was a cowardly thing for me to do, running away…” Aura kept his eyes lowered to the floor. “I wanted to go back to them, to apologize and beg forgiveness. Never could work up the courage, though. After a few years went by, my dad closed down the factory and moved my sister to North Hell to live with some relatives there. I haven’t seen her since.”
 
   “Want me to ask him about her?” Ash offered.
 
   “No, that’d be too weird. I need to talk to him myself.”
 
   “Now you know where to find him whenever you’re ready.”
 
   “That doesn’t really make it any easier for me,” Aura said, rolling over to lie down on his bed. “If you want some extra sword practice some time, I could give you a few pointers.”
 
   “That’d be cool,” Ash said. Their conversation died out as the boys drifted off to sleep. Before he passed out Ash pressed his hands together in prayer, wishing for some peace of mind and a happy resolution for his friend.
 
    
 
   The next morning, Aura was back to normal. He made casual small talk with Ash as they woke up and went about their usual morning routine. He took just as long in the bathroom messing with his hair, and as they flew to the castle he made the usual jokes about how Shiva would be in a fury over their eternal tardiness. 
 
   When they arrived to the private courtyard, Shiva and Phoenix were chatting so intently they didn’t even greet the boys. Ash and Aura stood by as the longtime friends gabbed away, lost in conversation about their favorite memories.
 
   “It’s about time we got in a proper training session together! You sure kept me waiting long enough,” Shiva said with a wide smile spread across her face.
 
   “You’ll have to forgive me for taking so long,” Phoenix said. “I’ve been kept busy for most of my life, but I always intended on coming back to spar with you.”
 
   “Better late than never!” said Shiva, giving Phoenix a playful rap on the shoulder.
 
   “They seem friendly,” Ash whispered to Aura. 
 
   The boy didn’t reply; he was staring instead at Leona, who sat silent in the grass nearby. With her eyes locked on the laughing couple, her jaw tensed as she grinded her teeth. The girl noticed Aura staring at her and quickly averted her gaze.
 
   “That girl,” Aura said to himself. “There’s something weird about her…”
 
   “Oh?” Shiva said, popping up next to him. “What is it?” The two of them continued to examine the servant girl while she looked away in embarrassment.
 
   “She’s definitely concealing something under those robes,” Aura said, gripping his chin, deep in thought. “Something dangerous.”
 
   “Like what?” Shiva asked. “A weapon!?”
 
   “I think she’s concealing… a wicked hot body.”
 
   Shiva smacked the back of Aura’s head in a fit of disappointed anger. “Is that all you think about?!”
 
   “So sorry to interrupt the kooky couple!” Aura replied, gripping his head in pain. “If I’m not needed here I have no problem taking off.”
 
   “Shiva and I were just lost in our memories,” Phoenix said. “We’ll get started now.”
 
   “It’s cool,” Ash said. “Where’s Wilhelm?”
 
   “Lord Wilhelm won’t be joining us today,” said Phoenix.
 
   “Okay, so who’s sparring with who?”
 
   “Today we’ll try something different. There are other ways to free your soul power, after all.” Phoenix sat down on the ground with his legs crossed. The students followed suit. “Close your eyes and clear your mind,” he instructed. “We’re going to meditate now.”
 
   None of the students were the least bit thrilled to hear this, but they obeyed him anyway. For the rest of the day they sat in the shade listening to Phoenix ramble off spiritual mumbo-jumbo. He demonstrated how meditation and reflection helped him hone his own soul power. It was certainly easier than sparring, but the students remained clueless for most of the procedure. 
 
   For the next few days, this is how their training days with Phoenix went. Occasionally, Wilhelm would drop by and they’d all spar together for a few hours as well. Other days were spent with Yazma working on their flame control. About once a week, Goddard would send them out looking for any more rebel activity. Phoenix and Leona even joined them on a few of those missions, never straying far from Shiva’s side.
 
   The days when Ash and Shiva trained with Amos always started out the same. Ash would get up in the morning as usual, while Aura stayed in bed. Before heading out, Ash would ask his friend if today would be the day he would make an appearance. Aura would always reply, “maybe,” but he never showed up in an entire month of weapons training. Then one day, the three students sat down on the grass before Phoenix, anticipating another boring meditation session.
 
   “Not today,” the teacher said. “You may stand. Today we’ll be starting the next phase of your soul training. First we worked on your bodies, then we worked on your minds. Now we’ll be training your senses. Here’s where all that meditation will hopefully pay off for you.”
 
   Oh great, Ash thought. We were supposed to paying attention to everything he was saying then? Why didn’t he warn us this stuff would be on the test! If I knew the crap he was saying was going to be useful, I wouldn’t have brought the mp3 player all those times!
 
   “For today’s lesson, I want you all to stand facing the wall,” Phoenix told them. The group moved into formation as directed, standing several feet apart with their faces toward the courtyard wall. “Stand further apart, please,” he urged them.
 
   “Okay, what now?” Shiva asked once they were all spaced out.
 
   “Now, I am going to throw fireballs at you all. Without turning around to face me, I want you to do the best you can to dodge.”
 
   “What?!” Ash and Aura shouted in unison.
 
   “Bring it!” Shiva said.
 
   “Calm yourselves,” Phoenix said. “Clear your minds and do the best you can.”
 
   Shiva stayed calm, having no objections to their newest phase of training. Ash and Aura were considerably more panicky. Ash had spent most of the previous training sessions listening to music and daydreaming. Aura passed the time by sleeping or staring at Leona. 
 
   Oh crap, Ash thought. What was he saying about reading the wind? If I pay attention to the air currents, I can figure out where my opponent is… or something like that? But how the hell do I do that? And why hasn’t he fired yet? Is he trying to make us sweat? It’s working!
 
    The sound of a fireball whizzing through the air was the only clue that an attack had been launched. And that sound only lasted a second before a fireball slammed into the wall where Shiva had been standing only a second ago. She was able to avoid the first fireball without looking.
 
   Holy crap! That’s all the time I have to react!? I’m screwed!  
 
   Again, a fireball could be heard soaring through the air. Ash jumped out of the way on instinct, but as he looked to Aura on his left he realized the fireball was heading towards him instead.
 
   Aura stood still, his arms crossed as if he was bored. The fireball rocketed straight at the back of his head, and when it was only a foot away Aura bent his knees ever so slightly making himself short enough that the fireball passed directly over him without burning so much as a single hair on his head.
 
   “I thought it’d be harder,” Aura said with a cocky tone. “You’re up next I take it, Ash!”
 
   Ash gulped. This was it. His turn to dodge a fireball. His teammates had been able to do it, so maybe it wasn’t as hard as it looked. For a moment, he even felt confident. He tried his best to shut his mind down and listen for the telltale sound of the fireball whizzing through the air. Seconds passed by like an agonizing eternity. 
 
   Then it happened. He heard the fireball launch from Phoenix’s hand. The boy leapt to the left. He figured he would see the fireball crash into the wall where he was just standing. Instead the fireball pelted him in the back of his head, bashing his face into the wall and exploding in a small blast of smoke and flame.
 
   “Ash!” Aura shouted, rushing to his friend’s side. He stopped himself just in time, as another fireball struck the wall before him. If he had continued moving, he would have been hit by it. “What the hell, Phoenix!?” 
 
   “The training does not end when one of you gets hit. If you fail, you are to get back up and try until you succeed.” Phoenix launched another fireball at Shiva, which she dodged without saying a word.
 
   “You’re cheating though!” Aura accused him. “I saw it! You moved your fireball in mid-flight! You started out shooting it at where he was, but when he moved to dodge it, you changed the direction! He had already succeeded, and you still hit him!”
 
   “Shut up, Draxler…” Shiva whispered to him. 
 
   “Is that what you think?” Phoenix asked. 
 
   “Aura…” Ash said, climbing to his feet. “It’s okay. Let it go.”
 
   “What? Why? He’s cheating and making you look bad!”
 
   “He’s not cheating though. He never said he wouldn’t control the direction of his flames. All he told us was to dodge. It’d be pointless training if all we did was move when we hear a sound. By targeting us no matter where we dodge to, we’ll have to figure out how to evade even directed attacks. Didn’t you notice? The fireballs he threw at Shiva followed her as well. Except she was good enough to evade both times. I wasn’t. But I will next time.”
 
   “Damn it, Ash,” Aura said, lowering his head in shame. “You make me look bad some times.”
 
   “You make yourself look bad, dude,” Ash smiled.
 
   “Ash is right,” Phoenix said. “This training is meant to prepare you to sense not only where your opponent’s attack is coming from, but also where it is going. You cannot always have your eyes on the opponent, unfortunately. That is why learning to sense where an attack is at all times is an essential ability to master.”
 
   “I’m ready!” Ash called out, facing the wall once more. This time will be different! he thought. Seeing his friend so determined to return to their insane training, Aura let go of his anger and faced the wall as well. If a goofball like Ash could face this trial bravely, then he figured he could too.
 
   Phoenix launched the next fireball. Instead of panicking like last time, Ash remained calm and kept his eyes closed tight. They wouldn’t help him with this lesson anyway. Ash listened to the sound of the fireball coming closer. He could tell instantly that it was not aimed at him; it was flying too far to the left.
 
   It’s heading for Aura! Ash looked to his left. Once again, Aura stood perfectly still with his arms crossed. He must know…
 
   The fireball slammed into Aura’s back, knocking him hard against the wall. Aura screamed out in surprise and pain as he fell backward onto the grass. Ash almost ran over to him but stifled the instinct. This was just part of training. He’d have to get used to it. The sound of another fireball being launched snapped him back into focus. 
 
   Shiva jumped straight into the air. The fireball curved upward after her. There was an explosion, and Shiva dropped to the ground landing flat on her back. Ash only got to inspect her for a second before Phoenix launched another fireball. But something was different about this one…
 
   It was the sound. There was more noise than usual. Then Ash realized why.
 
   There are two fireballs! One is heading for me, and the other is aimed at Aura!
 
   Ash cocked his head sideways and saw Aura still struggling to stand up from the last attack that hit him. It didn’t look like this time was going to end well either, as Aura dropped back onto his knees. Ash had to look away as he made his own attempt at dodging the fireball coming for him.
 
   This time he dodged to the right. He felt the fireball change course, locking on to his movements. Now knowing that no matter where or how he moved the fireball would still be after him, Ash decided there was only one proper course of action to take. In the small amount of time he had, he ignited as big of a flame as he could in both his hands. Now the hard part: catching it blind.
 
   To help make the catching process easier, Ash ignited his fireballs with great intensity. This increased their sizes, allowing the boy to be less cautious about his accuracy. He held his own fireballs behind his back and leaned as far forward as he possibly could, making himself less of a target. Just in time, Ash felt Phoenix’s flame slam into his hands.
 
   The boy concentrated on making his own flame grow. He could feel his flames wrap around and eventually smother out Phoenix’s. The teacher’s fireball was broken down and converted into Ash’s flame. Ash felt a wave of pride wash over him, knowing he could now defend from fire attacks without even looking.
 
   He remembered his less fortunate friend Aura and turned to witness how he fared. He expected to see Aura’s head bashed into the wall. The fireball had crashed into the wall, but Aura’s head was inches away from where it hit. It appeared the boy managed to dodge after all at the last second.
 
   “He can be tricked,” Aura said.
 
   “He was going easy on us from the beginning,” Shiva said, trying to sit up. She struggled and fell back. Her armor weighed her down too much. Shiva realized that if she were going to get the most out of her training, she’d need to be at her fastest. The boys all watched as she removed her armor piece by piece. When she was done she stood wearing a more revealing outfit of shorts and a tanktop.
 
   “Let’s go again!” Shiva said with a wink.
 
   All three students stood together, backs to their teacher. Phoenix smiled as he prepared two more fireballs in his hands. From now on, he would throw two at a time. This made the students think fast and move even faster. For the first few days they got hit by a lot of fireballs, and no one more than Ash. His technique of trying to catch the fireballs was a dangerous one, but when he succeeded it was the best payoff. He found that absorbing other’s flames actually gave him more energy.
 
   Eventually Phoenix added another training regiment to their lineup: blind sparring. By making them wear blindfolds while they fought each other, the team learned how to locate and strike a foe while relying on senses other than sight. The first few sessions were odd-looking, awkward, and at times even funny. The team had a hard time even finding each other. Phoenix added another layer of difficulty by suggesting they don’t reveal their locations by talking.
 
   The three students stumbled around the yard until by a stroke of luck they ended up next to one another. Then it became a humorous struggle to actually hit each other. Depth perception is a difficult concept to grasp without any eyes. A lot of punches and kicks fell inches (or sometimes even feet) away from their intended targets. It took them at least a week of these blinded sparring sessions before they could consistently land their attacks.
 
   Meanwhile, their advanced flame training with Yazma was winding down. The team had all learned how to control their flame well enough that they could practice on their own from now on. One day Yazma came to the yard in the morning and announced that she had to get back to teaching at her school and would be allowing Phoenix to take over the rest of their training. Phoenix assured her that advanced flame techniques would be included in their soul power training.
 
   Ash and Shiva continued their training with Amos. He was a highly skilled warrior and never went easy on them, no matter which weapon they practiced with for the day. Amos continued to beat the crap out of them as they learned how to use their equipped weapons more effectively. Ash became most skilled at defending with his sword. Shiva enjoyed the long range of a spear, but felt it left her at a disadvantage in close quarters. Aura spent these days off, sleeping in and wandering around the kingdom freely. Sometimes he’d even stop in at his old hangout, The Missing Piece bar, to chat with his old friends.
 
   Phoenix continued to add all sorts of gimmicky training games to their lineup. He made them sit quietly while he threw rocks at them. They would have to either dodge, deflect, or catch the rocks and throw them back. Everyone always ended up hurting after that game. There was a far stranger game where Phoenix would turn the team loose in the city to play hide and seek, the catch being that they all wore blindfolds.
 
   The last training lineup change came in the form of more meditation. Phoenix promised that with everything they’d been through so far, the meditation would have a greater effect on them this time. The boys were skeptical, but found that when they got into it they were able to concentrate more easily. Now the mumbo jumbo about feeling the wind made sense to them. Phoenix created fireballs and floated them around the yard, showing his students exactly how locate objects simply by feeling. 
 
   After months of these brutal exercises mixed with late nights hunting rebels, their training peaked. They were rarely getting hit by Phoenix’s fireballs anymore. They could spar blindfolded just as easily as when they could see. No more rocks to the face, either. And when they played blindfolded hide and seek in the kingdom, they looked so natural that no one even knew they were blind. Ash and Shiva even became adequately skilled with their weapons of choice. 
 
   Ash ran into an unexpected situation one day when he returned to the private yard after their session was over. The boy forgot his gloves and hurried back to retrieve them. Before he entered the yard, he could see Wilhelm and Phoenix alone together inside the private yard. Wilhelm was more animated than usual, shouting so loud the boy could almost make out what he was saying from inside the castle.
 
   Ash slowed down, then stopped at the window looking into the yard. The boy hid his body from sight of the two men and watched them a little longer. Wilhelm was definitely upset about something, and he appeared to be taking it out on Phoenix. The Noble stood patiently with his arms crossed, waiting for Wilhelm to finish his rant. Ash tried reading their lips, but because of Wilhelm’s more animated body language the old man kept turning away and hiding his face.
 
   When Phoenix finally got to speak, the man was dismissive as usual. He said only one sentence, and that seemed enough to settle Wilhelm down. Their conversation slowed and all tension appeared to be gone. Ash felt this was a good time to retrieve his gloves, and entered the yard. The boy acted surprised to see his teachers still there, and asked what they were doing.
 
   “Phoenix and I were just discussing your next training exercise,” Wilhelm said. “We’ll make the announcement at our next session.”
 
   “I have something very special planned for everyone,” said Phoenix. “We’ll see how well you do at hunting.”
 
   Ash waited anxiously to discover the meaning of the men’s cryptic words. At the end of their next blind sparring session, under the watchful eye of Wilhelm Satan, Phoenix made his announcement. Ash couldn’t wait to find out just what was such a big deal that the two men had argued so passionately about.
 
   “Royal Advisor Goddard von Gosick has authorized me to take you all on a hunting trip to the Hellwood, the forest to the North of the Kingdom. Make no mistake; this is no vacation. This is survival training at its worst. We depart tomorrow morning at first light.”
 
   



  
 


Chapter Fifteen: The Hellwood
 
    
 
   That night Ash read up on the Hellwood in his guide book, ‘Hell in My Pocket’. On the map of Hell, it appeared to the north of the Kingdom. At the beginning of the forest was a house icon with the words ‘Safe House’ written. This was where he learned the devils had established a cabin for the loggers who frequently traveled back and forth between the Kingdom and the Hellwood.
 
   Besides the geography, Ash learned that the Hellwood likely spanned over thousands of miles. The devils had been using it as their primary source of lumber since the beginning of the devil civilization. Because of its enormous size, some devils even referred to it as the ‘tree sea’. Being a forest, Ash was terrified to learn of all the species of insect demons that lurked inside, not to mention several species of non-insects like wolves and bears. Individual travel was strongly not recommended in the Hellwood. 
 
   After a night of sleep-terrors, Ash awoke by an alarm bell before the first fireball had even risen into the sky. Aura swatted at the alarm on the table between their beds, but couldn’t find it and ended up throwing a fireball to stop it. Ash hopped out of his bed in a hurry. This morning he was going to get to the bathroom before Aura.
 
   The two walked the dark streets of North Hell, passing closed merchant carts and shops till they arrived at the Northern Gate. Already waiting there was Phoenix, Shiva, Goddard, Wilhelm, and Leona. Aura’s heart skipped a beat when he noticed her in the crowd and quickened his pace.
 
   “Mornin’, all,” Aura said politely. “And miss Leona, a very special good morning to you.” He bowed, reaching for her hand to kiss. Leona yanked her hand back so fast that Aura didn’t even realize he was kissing his own hand for a second.
 
   “What’s with the bags?” Ash asked, referring to the two large backpacks sitting on the ground. He began to guess what they were for when he realized Shiva was already wearing one.
 
   “Grab a bag, each of you,” Phoenix said. “Inside you’ll find some food rations. Once we get to the forest, this will be your only source of food. Treasure it.”
 
   The boys picked up the backpacks and were blown away by how unexpectedly heavy they were. There must have been a lot of food inside. They adjusted to the weight while Goddard took a moment to give them a warning.
 
    “If any of you should die in the Hellwood, Lady Shiva will be eternally dishonored in the eyes of the King,” he said.
 
   “You bastards better not go dying on me!” Shiva said. 
 
   Yazma and Gio showed up to say goodbye as well. They told them how Goddard had sent them each word that the team was taking a trip to the Hellwood. Goddard had offered the chance to come say goodbye to their friends, possibly for the last time. The group didn’t like the sound of that. One more person stepped up to say goodbye to the group, and Aura quickly averted his eyes from him.
 
   “I’ve come to see you all off,” Amos said. “I brought with me some weapons I thought you could use.” He handed Shiva a pair of short daggers. “I thought you might like these for the speed at close quarters.” He handed Ash a sword with a steel blade. “I thought you could probably use the real thing now.” At last his eyes landed on his son Aura. Amos handed him his last sword.
 
   “No thanks,” Aura said. “I don’t need it.”
 
   “The Hellwood is a dangerous place. You’d be wise to not underestimate it.”
 
   “And you’d be wise not to underestimate me,” replied Aura. 
 
   Amos backed off. He wished the team luck and then disappeared, adding a little flame to the morning sun as he walked off.
 
   “It is time, everyone,” Phoenix said. “Time to set out. Open the gates!”
 
    The Royal Guards that stood atop the wall began the process of cranking the giant steel doors open. Everyone shouted a final farewell to the group over the loud cranking.
 
   “Good luck Shiva, Boys!”
 
   “Remember your training!”
 
   “If you tear that coat again I swear I’ll kill you!”
 
   Leona sat silently, staring like a puppy as her master left. Aura noticed her again, of course. He could feel the sadness in her eyes before she took notice of him staring at her. She looked away.
 
   “Why can’t Leona come with us?” Aura asked Phoenix.
 
   “Leona is not strong enough to go to the Hellwood. She would die,” Phoenix said.
 
   As the gate doors came to a halt in the open position, the team realized the scope of what they were doing. They could see for only a few feet outside of the castle wall before everything in the distance turned to darkness. To get to the forest, they would first have to cross the great plain.
 
   As they began to leave, the Royal Guards posted atop the wall took notice of their departure and closed the doors right behind them. The team was shut off from the kingdom, like when they ventured out to hunt rebels. While being anywhere outside the kingdom walls was considered dangerous, the Hellwood had the reputation of being the second worst place one could venture to, right after the Negative Divide.
 
   “Stay silent out here,” Phoenix said. “We don’t want to attract any more demons than we already will be.” Phoenix was referring to his mini-sun that hovered above the group, lighting up the immediate area. The group followed his instructions and stayed silent. It was quiet the first ten minutes of the trip, until Phoenix abruptly stopped walking. Everyone else stopped and stared at him.
 
   “Do you feel it?” he asked. “We’re being followed. Most likely a pack of small demons. Can’t be more than thirty yards that way,” he said looking to their right. “It’s okay though, we can use this as another training opportunity. Your job will be to keep us alive. If you feel anything get any closer than ten yards away, shoot at it. The demons out here are hungry, but they’re also cowardly. They’ll only attack when they think we can’t see them.”
 
   True to Phoenix’s word, it wasn’t long before one of the demons wandered close enough that Shiva decided she should attack it. With a single fireball they could see their followers were some kind of large cat demon, most likely a cougar type. But just like Phoenix had said, they would only pounce once and left as soon as they got hit by a fireball. 
 
   They traveled like this for hours, stopping occasionally to blast at an attacking demon. They followed a path of signs, all pointing towards the Hellwood forest. At the mid point there was even a little table and bonfire pit for them to rest at. For Ash and Aura, this was their first dip into their rations. Ash snacked on a chunk of demon-bacon while Aura nibbled on cheese biscuits. Shiva, being much more disciplined and wanting to show off, skipped eating. Instead she sat silently with her back to the fire, staring out into the darkness and trying to locate any sneaking demons.
 
   “You’re quite the serious sentinel,” Phoenix said as he approached her.
 
   “I can’t let these idiots get themselves killed,” Shiva said. “My honor is riding on it.”
 
   “The Royal Advisor really knows how to push your buttons.”
 
   “Having these two die on me would be the single greatest embarrassment I could earn myself. Everyone would know I was such a bad leader I couldn’t even keep two morons alive. That’d be awful.”
 
   “I am beginning to think those two won’t die so easily,” said Phoenix. “But hypothetically, if they do not make it back from this survival training excursion, would you miss them?”
 
   Shiva glanced over at the table where Ash was spacing out listening to the musical device she found for him. The boy struggled to stay awake sitting next to the fire. Aura was no better, as he fixed his hair using a comb and a small mirror he kept in his pocket at all times.  He definitely wasn’t prepared for a demon attack.
 
   “Not really.”
 
   They pressed on once more, following the next sign’s arrow toward the Hellwood. The terrain changed over time the closer they got. It went from a fairly open and boring grassland to a plain of small trees and shrubs. After long, a noticeable tree line could be seen in the distance. A final sign pointed towards a large dirt path carved in the ground that passed through the tree line and entered the Hellwood. Ash felt a lump gather in his throat as he walked the path taking him into the famous, dangerous Hellwood.
 
   The group had guiding lights of their own, which gave off a little more light than a flashlight would. Phoenix had to shrink his mini-sun to a more personal size because having too much light in the forest would attract too many hungry demons. He assured the group it would be a short walk to the Safe House.
 
   The wind howled through the treetops, filling the chilly air with a sense of dread. The team’s eyes darted everywhere, constantly on the look out for demons. Ash had memorized about a dozen different insects to avoid, most of which were either airborne or lived in the trees. He kept a safe distance from every tree they passed by.
 
   They walked the path through the Hellwood until the trees began to double and then triple in size. At the entrance to the forest, the trees were short enough that Ash could still see the moon in the night sky above them. After a while, the moon disappeared behind those enormously tall trees and he knew they were deep in the forest. The path at last deposited them in front of a long log cabin.
 
   The cabin looked to be only one story tall and had no windows. Ash was reminded of the primitive frontier-style log cabins he’d seen in his human history books on Earth. The Safe House was a larger, simpler version of a log home. Phoenix knocked three times on the front door and the team waited patiently until they heard the sound of multiple locks being opened. After a few seconds of this, the door swung open and a burly, bearded man welcomed them in.
 
   Phoenix introduced the team and explained to the logging man that they would be taking a trip out into the forest. The logger, who introduced himself as Smitty, had a piece of advice for them.
 
   “Traveling through the Hellwood alone is strictly forbidden for us loggers. We stick to teams of at least three, and only do our logging during the designated daylight hours out here,” Smitty said.
 
    Being so far away from the kingdom, the artificial sun could barely be seen off in the distance. The amount of light it shed that far into the forest was nonexistent. Out here, they depended on their own smaller artificial sun that they’d create only when they head out to bring down more trees.
 
   “These three will be heading out into the forest on their own, actually,” Phoenix said. “It’s survival training.”
 
   “These kids? Survival training?” Smitty took a closer look at the team. One of the boys looked strong enough, with a metal gauntlet on one hand. The other boy didn’t look like anything special. And Lady Shiva? Well, she was related to Prince Darko after all… “Good luck and nice knowin’ you is all I have to say,” said Smitty.
 
   The logger showed them all to their bunks. They caught glimpses of some of the other loggers in their own bunks, sleeping or reading letters from their loved ones. Luckily, one of the vacant rooms had two bunk beds inside. Smitty left them to settle in and closed their door for privacy.
 
   “The loggers tell me they’ll start working in about five hours. That’s when they’ll create their mini-sun. That’s when you three will depart. I suggest you get some rest until then,” Phoenix said. With that, he hopped on one of the top bunks and lay down. Shiva took the other top bunk before Ash or Aura could lay claim to it.
 
   Deciding that a little rest would be a good idea, the boys dropped their backpacks and claimed their own beds. As Ash settled into his bunk lying on his back, he noticed something dark and strange clinging to the bed frame directly above his head. The boy stared at it silently for a few seconds attempting to deduce what it could be. Then the mysterious shape moved.
 
   Ash freaked out as anyone would upon realizing there was an enormous insect in his bunk. He rolled off the bed just in time as the bug dropped and got lost underneath the blanket. Aura was at his side at once, while Shiva merely looked down at them. Phoenix didn’t show any movements at all. 
 
   “What is it?” Aura asked.
 
   “Some kind of… spider.” Ash shuddered at the thought. If he had ignored the odd shape, it would have fallen right on top of him. He struggled to lift the blanket, fearing the small demon insect that lurked beneath it.
 
   “Here, use this,” Aura said handing Ash his sword. Ash carefully lifted the blanket with the tip of the sword, making sure not to stand too close to the bed. Lifting the blanket revealed an empty bed. The boys scratched their heads as they carefully scoured the sheets looking for any trace of the disgusting demon spider. They were almost so intently focused on the bed that they missed the spider dart down the blade towards Ash’s hand.
 
   Ash saw it at the last second and screamed, tossing his sword across the small room. Shiva got a hearty laugh out of the situation, as Ash and Aura both threw small fireballs at the demon. Only after the spider had been burnt and squashed by Aura’s boot did the logger Smitty burst in through the door.
 
   “Did I hear the Lady scream in here?” Smitty asked.
 
   “That wasn’t me!” Shiva said. “It was him!” 
 
   “There was a spider!” Ash said. “I hate spiders!”
 
   “Was it black and purple?” Smitty asked. He bent down to examine the charred, stepped-on remains of the spider. 
 
   “Yeah! And it was in my bunk!” 
 
   “You’re very lucky you didn’t get bit. These things are poisonous, and common out in the forest.”
 
   “What kind of ‘safe’ house is this?!” the boys cried out in fear at learning the ‘safe house’ wasn’t as safe as its name implied. Smitty left them to get their rest, but Ash could no longer bear to be in that bed. Instead, he sat with his back against Aura’s bed, his face buried in his knees. Sleep never came for the boy. Not with the lingering fear of demon spiders creeping up on him.
 
   The stirring of the logging team signaled that it was time to get up. Ash could wait no longer. He stood and silently stalked his way out of the room, leaving his friends behind to absorb every moment of sleep they could. In the hall, he found many members of the logging team up and moving towards the exit. 
 
   He followed them outside to find the group of more than twenty men with fireballs in hand. They aimed their hands to the sky and released their flames. The result was an artificial sun formed high above the treetops, shedding light over a huge chunk of the forest. The sun was a lot smaller than the artificial sun created over the Kingdom, but Ash saw that it brought enough light to the forest to see any immediate dangers that might be lurking nearby.
 
   He watched as Smitty gave out instructions on the team’s course of action for the day. The men pulled a giant trailer loaded with saws behind them as they departed down the path that led further into the forest. As he watched them disappear into the tree line, Phoenix appeared at his side followed by Shiva and Aura.
 
   “Time to go,” Phoenix told them. “We’ll want to avoid running into any loggers, so you’ll all be heading in different directions.”
 
   “You mean we don’t even get to stick together for this?” Aura asked.
 
   “That would be too easy,” Phoenix told him. “Ash will go straight into the forest, Shiva will walk to the right and Aura can go to the left. All you have to do is walk in a straight path away from the Safe House. Your goal is to kill one demon each and return to the Safe House before the sun expires. The bigger the demon, the better.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound too bad, actually,” Ash said with a new sense of optimism. He had spent the last several hours imagining every possible scary and deadly situation he could find himself in out in the forest. The trip sounded more like a pleasant nature walk than survival training.
 
   “There is one last rule,” Phoenix said, digging into his pockets. “You will each wear these.” One by one he handed the students blindfolds.
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me!” Ash said. “Blindfolds? Out here?!”
 
   “I believe you are ready for this,” Phoenix told him. “Just remember everything we discussed during our training sessions. You’ve already come a long way in lessening your dependence on vision. This is simply another means to test that progress.”
 
   “A test where we could die!” 
 
   “Is your self confidence that low?” Phoenix asked, to which Ash had no reply. Shiva was already obediently wearing her blindfold, and Aura reluctantly put his on as well.
 
   I did want to learn how to fight blind, I suppose… Aura thought. 
 
   “Fine,” Ash said and gave in. He took one last look at his surroundings, trying desperately to commit it all to memory before sliding his blindfold on over his eyes. Everything went black. He’d have to make do with relying on his ears and nose. Then a thought struck Ash. “If we’re blindfolded, how are we supposed to even know when the sun goes out?” 
 
   “The logger’s sun will last only ten hours. I would suggest walking for five hours, and then using the next five hours to return to the Safe House.”
 
   “Great,” Aura chimed in with his trademark sarcasm. “So now we have to keep track of the time as well.”
 
    “And that timer has already begun,” Phoenix said. “Now get going! And best of luck to you all!” The three youths set out in their assigned directions, blindfolds securely in place. Phoenix watched patiently as they stumbled their way through the forest, pausing to feel a tree in their path or tripping over some knotty brush. Only after all three students disappeared into the darkness did three more guests appear at Phoenix’s side.
 
   The three strangers dressed in cloaks meant to conceal their identities. To further their mysteriousness, the strangers also wore various demon-like masks to hide their faces. They all stood patiently behind Phoenix, waiting for his command.
 
   “You know your orders,” Phoenix said. “Our mission rides on this. Now Go!”
 
   Without a spoken word, the three masked strangers released their wings and leapt high into the air. They landed on tree branches above and leaped forward, going from branch to branch using their wings to help keep them aloft.
 
   “Now the real hunting trip begins,” Phoenix said. He reached into his bag and pulled out his own cloak and mask.
 
   



  
 


Chapter Sixteen: Everybody Get Dangerous
 
    
 
   Shiva blindly charged forward, determined to be the first person to return with a demon. She started out by walking slowly, but as soon as she got the feel of the forest floor terrain she sped up to a quick jog. Every now and then a loose vine or low hanging branch would enter her awareness and she’d use the twin daggers given to her by Amos Draxler to cut them away.
 
   On one occasion, she sensed a vine hanging in front of her. She readied her daggers to cut it down, but before she could strike the vine, the vine struck her. She was only able to dodge, falling backward just in time. She heard the hiss of a certain type of demon she was familiar with.
 
   Without wasting any time, Shiva slashed at the ‘vine’ until she felt her blades connect with the demon’s flesh. Blood spattered on her face and the ‘vine’ thrashed as its life slipped away. When the sound of blood dripping on the forest floor could be heard, Shiva knew she was safe. She passed on the snake demon, thinking she could do better to bring something fiercer back as her trophy.
 
   As she jogged on, she took notice of the forest floor’s shifting conditions. The terrain became covered in thicker brush. Shiva ended up getting slapped in the face by a few branches before realizing that she needed to slow down. She put her daggers away, as they were of little help now. Instead she began to feel out for the tree branches and simply avoid them. 
 
   After almost an hour of this, she feared her teammates were progressing faster than her. To help speed up the process of clearing out the brush, Shiva decided it’d be a good idea to emit flame from her fists to chop her way through any brush. This definitely made the process go faster, but there was a problem that Shiva could not have planned for. 
 
   As the brush burned away with every swing, her flame spread as far as it could before finally dying out. In one unfortunate twist of fate, a single flame managed to make its way to an insect hive. The tiny dying flame found new life in the very flammable hive. As it combusted, hundreds of demon hornets the size of washing machines burst out of their burning home enraged. 
 
   As Shiva charged blindly forward, she became aware of a faint buzzing sound behind her. It was getting closer.
 
    
 
   * * * * 
 
    
 
   Aura’s path led him into an open meadow. The grass was cushy and the artificial sun shined openly through the treetops. It could have been a pleasant stroll through the kingdom for all he cared. He was tempted to remove his blindfold several times to look at the sights of the Hellwood, but thoughts of his sister kept it secured to his face.
 
   Nora lives like this every single day because of me, he thought. If she can do it, so can I. Besides, I need to be able to protect myself if I go blind again in the future. Wandering around this peaceful meadow is only going to get me so far… I need to find myself a demon!
 
   Aura quickened his pace. He left the meadow and entered a more dense area of the forest. He could hear what sounded like large birds squawking from far off, and wondered if any of them would try to attack him. The boy lit a flame in his hand just in case, deciding that if he was going to be unable to see any danger coming, he’d at least be prepared to defend himself.
 
   His path eventually took him down a steep slope in the forest. He was beginning to wonder if he’d ever run into a demon when he noticed the sound of running water. Aura paused to listen more closely. He could hear what must be a nearby stream flowing. The boy adjusted his course so that he headed toward it. As he got closer to the water, another sound became more prominent. There was a sweet melody being hummed from somewhere deeper in the forest. 
 
   What the stuff is that sound? Is that a person humming? It sounds like it’s coming from downstream…
 
   Aura continued to follow the hum, extinguishing his fireball so as not to give himself away. He even pulled the blindfold partially off, reasoning that he needed to see if the person needed help.
 
   Wait a minute… such a sweet melodic voice could only come from a woman! But I don’t remember seeing any female loggers at the Safe House, and I definitely looked… Oh well, I should probably just go check and see if she’s alright! It’s the polite thing to do! Heck, maybe she’s bathing in the river…
 
   That was all Aura needed to turn off his assigned path and remove his blindfold. He ran towards the hum, slowing to a more stealthy speed as it got louder. Finally, the figure of a person could be seen bathing in the river far off. Aura dropped to his hands and knees and crawled forward to peep through the bushes. 
 
   That definitely looked like a naked babe! he thought. As he reached the edge of the riverbank, the youth peeked out from the tall reeds to gaze upon what he had hoped would be a woman’s naked body bathing. Instead, he got an entirely different scenario.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Ash had intended on using the sun as his method of keeping track of the time. When Phoenix announced the addition of the blindfolds, the boy knew he’d have to find some other way to keep track of the time. Luckily, he brought along his mp3 player. He’d avoided listening to it in order to save the battery charge, and now he could use it to keep track of the time.
 
   He put the ear buds in and hit the play button. Some Japanese pop song started playing. Despite a lifelong hatred of math, the boy tried running a few numbers in his mind. He concluded that by guessing the average length of a song was three minutes, he could listen to one hundred songs before he’d have to turn around. Unfortunately for him, the one thing he could not take into account was that he had played a very specific album on the mp3 player. It just so happened to be the soundtrack for an epic musical production series, which happened to span over twenty hours of music. 
 
   It was also difficult to know when one song was starting and another was ending. All the music seemed to flow together, never really stopping or starting. After an hour of walking through a grassy plain, Ash realized he had no idea what song he was on or how long he’d been walking for. Frustrated, he decided that he would only remove the blindfold to peek at the sun, specifically for the purpose of telling the time.
 
   The boy eventually walked into some tall grass. It reminded him of a cornfield, except the grass was much thicker and taller. Pushing through it became more and more difficult. The boy became frustrated at the situation and decided to remove his blindfold. The new rule was that he could also remove it when he got stuck. That seemed reasonable.
 
   Removing the blindfold didn’t tell him much. He was in the middle of some real thick tall grass. He spun around and looked all ways, but could see nothing besides grass and giant trees. He reckoned he could use his flame but was reluctant to go starting forest fires, especially when he was in the middle of all the flammable vegetation.
 
   An idea stuck him. He pulled the sword Amos gave him from its sheath and swung it around a few times. The grass before him split and fell to the ground. Ash pressed on, hacking and slashing like an adventuring explorer. Eventually, he became so adept at it, he felt confident enough to put his blindfold back on. It was shortly after this that Ash felt his sword connect with something much thicker than the grass he’d been cutting. 
 
   The sword became stuck, and Ash struggled to pull it free. Finally, he let go and lifted his blindfold. Before him was an enormous gray rock. He lit a small fireball and examined the rock more closely. He walked around it and saw that it was long. He kept a hand on the rock as he followed it around to the other side.
 
   The side of the ‘rock’ he found was actually the rear. What Ash was now staring at was the front, and it was no rock. It was a demon. And Ash had just lodged his sword in the monster’s colossal butt. The demon looked like a mythical centaur with the body of a rhinoceros instead of a horse, colossal and gray with a giant horn extending from its long snout.
 
   The beast looked stone-faced, but Ash could hear it choking back the pain. The creature turned and looked Ash right in the eyes. 
 
   “Gyoooo?” it said.
 
   The music coming from the boy’s mp3 player swelled to a dramatic high, and he realized it was the perfect time to run for his life. 
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Shiva fled from her own demon problems. Fully aware of the massive swarm of deadly demon hornets only seconds behind her, Shiva ran as fast as she could. With all the thick brush around her, that was not very fast. She decided to take a gamble on flying instead. Bringing out her wings she jumped and flapped as hard as she could, barely managing to pull away from the thick overgrowth. 
 
   In the air she was much faster. She could detect trees in her path, but only seconds before she would run into one. Her method of avoiding them became spin-dodging. As soon as she felt a tree in her way, she would flap one wing more powerfully, wrapping around the oncoming tree and then kicking off the other side. This also had the benefit of giving her little speed boosts.
 
   But no matter how fast she flew the hornets were right behind her. She insisted she would not remove her blindfold. She would continue to flee from the dangerous demons until she evaded them. She didn’t know how difficult that would be. Something shot at her so fast she was almost impaled. A loud, clear buzzing was audible as it blew by. 
 
   As she flew to the next tree, she could hear the sound of a buzzing hornet’s wings fluttering, trying to free itself from whatever it had becoming stuck in. The demon must have rocketed forward aiming its stinger at her, but could not have known the devil would dodge. Now it was stuck in a tree. Shiva launched a fireball towards the noise. The flutter of insect wings stopped.
 
   Even the buzzing of the swarm died out for a moment. Shiva felt proud, thinking she’d finally evaded the swarm. Surely they would have all been scared off by the flames, she thought. She soared on peacefully, reveling in her triumph. She was not pleased to discover that like a dark cloud on a sunny day, the buzzing sound was coming back.
 
   This time, it was much louder.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Aura gazed in terrified awe at the naked person bathing in the river. He knew at once it was no woman. Much to Aura’s dismay, the mysterious bathing person was a man. He stood waist-deep in the river with his back turned to the death toucher, but the body type was all wrong for a woman. It would have to be one muscular woman… with short hair.
 
   The sweet melodic tune that Aura had mistaken for a lady’s voice was coming from this man, no doubt about it. The boy was disappointed, but continued spying out of curiosity. What kind of man comes out to the middle of the Hellwood just to bathe, anyway? Could he possibly be a logger taking a break? 
 
   The man dipped beneath the water. When the bathing man reemerged, he faced Aura. That’s when Aura went from disappointment to fear. The nudity had thrown him off, but there was no mistaking the man’s face.
 
   Aura was peeking on Darko Satan, the Prince of Hell. 
 
    
 
   



  
 


Chapter Seventeen: Run Run Run!
 
    
 
   Ash fled from the area as fast as he could run through the tall grass he was lost in. He could hear the mammoth rhino-centaur demon charging behind him only seconds away. The boy’s blindfold covered only one eye, and as he ran he came to a small clearing where a tall, sturdy tree stood out. Without a second thought, Ash scaled the tree by leaping and flying up the various branches. When he got above the tall grass he saw the charging demon. 
 
   I know I need to bring back a demon, but I was hoping for something a little more manageable, thought the boy.
 
   The monster slowed down after entering the clearing, confused by its target’s disappearance. The centaur-rhino stalked around the clearing, looking in each direction for the vanished prey. It did not think to look up. Ash smiled in triumph.
 
   He was so pleased with himself as he watched the creature storm off that he overlooked another danger. He felt a tickling sensation on his fingertips, then something crawled on his gloved hand. He looked down to see another black and purple spider, the same variety he encountered in his bunk, crawling on his hand and up his arm.
 
   Ash jumped up and screamed, shaking his arm and slapping at it. When the spider persisted in climbing the boy’s appendage, Ash shot pellet-sized fireballs out of his fingertip at it. He scorched his coat in several places before he hit the spider.
 
   All the excitement distracted the boy from a thunderous rumble on the ground. He caught a brief flash of gray below before the tree he stood on was knocked over. Ash was tossed to the ground several yards away. When he finally came to his senses, he saw the rhino-centaur was back.
 
   He must have heard my scream! Damn that spider!
 
   Ash panicked and jumped to his feet. The demon struggled to remove a chunk of the tree trunk that was stuck to its horn. Ash used the opportunity and took off towards the nearest tree. The demon tore away the vision-impairing tree trunk just in time to see the boy disappear into the tree line above. With a direction in mind, the demon charged onward after Ash.
 
   The boy found his way onto a large tree branch that stood out high off the ground. In the distance he could see many more large trees. Releasing his wings and leaping as far as he could, he glided from tree branch to tree branch. His blindfold slipped down over his eyes but he didn’t mind. Moving this way was still easier than walking on the ground. Better still, the rumble of footsteps from the charging demon below became softer and more distant. 
 
   The boy glided onward through the forest for a while, enjoying the challenge of landing safely on each tree branch. When the sounds of a rampaging demon were no longer audible, Ash felt confident he’d escaped. As he traveled along peacefully, a new feeling of danger washed over him. He couldn’t explain it, but he felt like someone was watching him.
 
   He was reminded of when he touched God’s Blessing and had his soul power unleashed, he could tell where his friends were by ‘feeling’ their location. Whatever was watching him now did not feel friendly. Ash slowed down and turned his iPod off. He could hear tree branches shuffling behind him.
 
   The stalker timed his jumps to align with Ash’s so that the sound of his landings would not be heard. Apparently, the pursuer did not expect Ash to realize the additional sounds. But the boy did hear them, and just once extended his glide a little longer than usual, forcing the pursuer to make a landing first. Ash heard the tree branch rattle next to him, no more than ten feet away.
 
   “Who are you?” Ash asked. “Friend or demon?”
 
   “Neither!” said the voice of a man. Ash leapt back just in time to avoid getting slashed by a sword. 
 
   The boy lifted his blindfold and surveyed the situation. Before him stood a cloaked, serpent-masked man wielding two swords. The attacker gripped his weapons, ready for a fight.
 
   “What the hell’s going on here!?” Ash asked.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Aura hid in terror from the naked man bathing in the river. Darko Satan, the Prince of Hell, stood waist-deep in water washing his muscles. Aura had to cover his mouth with both his hands just to keep himself silent. 
 
   Why the heck is the Prince here!? Aura panicked to himself. Did he come all the way out here for a bath? That’s insane!
 
   Prince Darko’s soft melodic humming continued to fill the air. It was both unbelievable and remarkable that such a lovely sound could come from such a brute. It was a cruel trick for the world to play on a boy who just wanted to see a naked lady. Aura watched silently, knowing that if Prince Darko detected him it would likely mean lights out.
 
   Something stirred in the bushes on the other side of the riverbank. A creature stepped out and looked around, confused like Aura had been about the humming. The death toucher recognized the creature at once as something from fairy tales he’d been told as a kid. In those stories, this particular demon had always been portrayed as a wild, destructive killing machine. People on earth would refer to them as ‘bears’.
 
   But demon bears were a much scarier sight to behold. This particular one must have been only a cub, and yet even on all fours it stood taller than Prince Darko. Its fur was jet black and as it reared up on its hind legs it stretched out its enormous blade-like claws. Prince Darko stood with his back turned to the bear, his loud humming keeping him from hearing the sounds of the approaching demon.
 
   Aura watched in disbelief. He’s about to get attacked by a demon and he doesn’t even know! I should warn him, shouldn’t I? Actually, it’d be better for Ash and me if he just died here… Maybe I’ll just watch and see what happens…
 
   Aura remained silent, watching the scene unfold before him. The bear was on its hind legs about to chop the Prince in two. Darko continued washing himself, sticking his arms under the water. The demon attacked, lunging forward. Prince Darko pulled from out of the water his enormous sword Infernos, spun around just in time and chopped the demon’s head clean off. He never stopped humming.
 
   The bear’s head dropped onto the riverbank and rolled away. The demon’s body fell into the river, settling next to some large black rocks. Aura examined the riverbank behind Prince Darko and spotted three more severed bear heads. The three black boulders the Prince bathed next to were more demons he’d played the same trick on.
 
   Is this what that guy does for fun?! Aura was freaking out. Based on the scene he just witnessed, Prince Darko was far more frightening than the boy thought possible. I’d better get the heck out of here before he decides it’d be fun to play with me.
 
   Darko stopped humming.
 
   “What kind of man hides and watches while his Prince is about to be killed by a demon?” Aura’s heart stopped beating. The Prince looked right at him, speaking directly to him.
 
   “A dead man.”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Hornets everywhere. Shiva ran as fast as she could through the treetops, using a mix of strategic jumps and gliding. The bug demons were bigger than Shiva and had no problems keeping up with her. Luckily they weren’t all attacking at the same time. Whenever one would dart in stinger-first at her, Shiva would blast it with a small ball of flame.
 
   This kept the hornets at a distance but did little else to deter them. They just kept on coming at her. Shiva needed a new plan to escape, or it would only be a matter of time till the hornets caught up with her. As she jumped to the next tree the girl came closer to the sound of running water.
 
   Below her she could hear a flowing river. She had no idea how deep it would be, but she had a plan. Shiva hopped from the tree branch down to what she hoped would be at least five feet of water. She plunged feet-first into the stream. Then panic set in as her entire head went under and moments later her feet touched bottom. Like her teammate Aura, Shiva too was unable to swim and afraid of the water.
 
   She waited in silence in the freezing cold water. Basically blind and deaf, her special sensory training would not be of any use here. Then, something penetrated the water near her. She felt the prickly limb of a hornet fondling the water blindly, looking for her.
 
   She kicked and moved her arms, trying to back off from the danger. Another splash behind her, and she felt her back press against another hornet. She had no intention of playing ‘hide and sting’ underwater. She was running out of air as well and had to make a break for it. She motioned her arms wildly above her, trying to push her way back down to the bottom.
 
   Another hornet submerged above her, and this time she felt the stinger brush against her shoulder armor. She instinctively screamed, letting out her remaining air. This helped her sink quickly back to the bottom. With her feet touching the rocky river bottom, Shiva worked her legs as hard as she could. With one big push she broke the water’s surface and shot past the swarming gathering of hornets. 
 
   She deployed her wings and took off once more, flying in whichever direction she sensed was clear of trees. She flew on with great haste, but soon the forest became much more dense and she was forced to revert back to her branch-hopping ways. With the buzzing still behind her and narrowing in, a new plan was needed.
 
   She was lost in thought when she ran face-first into something. Whatever it was, she could not sense it in her path. It seemed to be a solid structure, but much softer than a tree trunk. She found footing on a nearby branch and took stock of the mystery object before her. 
 
   It was solid but soft. It had no smell, but there was a faint noise inside of it. Shiva couldn’t hear it too well with all the buzzing in the air. She held her ear closer to the object and at once figured out what it was. This would be her new plan! With a hand on the object, she hopped from branch to branch going around it until she was facing the direction all the buzzing was coming from.
 
   This had better work, Shiva thought. She put her hand on the mystery object and conjured a fireball inside of it. The girl then delivered a powerful kick to the object, sending it soaring at the swarm of demons. 
 
   Now: Explode! Shiva commanded, making her small flame inside the thing explode.
 
   The object she kicked was another hornet nest. When it blew up, flaming shards of hive and burning hornets splattered all over the pursuing swarm. Shiva went berserk, adding as many fireballs as she could to the storm of flame and pain that rained down on the demonic insects. After a moment of chaos, Shiva realized shooting fireballs in a wooded area was a bad idea.
 
   She stopped herself from blasting any more and examined the battlefield. There were still a few hornets fluttering their burning wings on the ground as they died. Shiva raised the intensity of her flames enough to roast the remaining demons, and then extinguished them all. All she heard now was silence. Figuring herself triumphant, Shiva let out an exhausted sigh of relief.
 
   She let her guard down, and that’s when a final living hornet flew at her from behind. She only sensed it seconds before it struck. If someone else had not jumped in and intercepted, she would have been pierced through her back.
 
   Shiva stumbled forward and nearly fell off the tree branch, but regained her balance. She needed to know who saved her, so she removed her blindfold. Before her stood Phoenix, bathed in a glowing mist of soul power. His arms were stretched out holding the last hornet’s stinger a safe distance away. 
 
   “Phoenix…” said Shiva. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Hold on,” Phoenix said. With a blinding flash of soul power and flame, Phoenix obliterated the hornet demon. “Here, you may have this one as a souvenir.”
 
   Shiva took the charred bug and set it down next to her. “Did you follow me?” she asked.
 
   “Yes. I hope you won’t hold it against me.”
 
   “You should have followed Ash, he’s the one who needs help. I can handle myself.”
 
   “I don’t care about Ash. I care about you.”
 
   Shiva turned red with embarrassment. “Is that all you wanted? To show up and prove I needed your help?”
 
   “Shiva my dear, I am happy to say that is not the only reason I’ve come looking for you,” Phoenix said with a warm grin. “I need to call in a favor…”
 
    
 
   



  
 


Chapter Eighteen: Rebel Hell
 
    
 
   The serpent-masked attacker came flying at Ash with twin swords. With his blindfold lifted the boy jumped out of the way. The masked man sliced the tree branch Ash was just standing on instead, sending it plummeting twenty feet to the ground below. The fleeing boy took shelter on another nearby tree branch.
 
   “What are you attacking me for?” Ash asked.
 
   In response the masked man leapt, wings spread, straight at Ash again. This time Ash drew his own sword and stopped the man’s attack head-on. 
 
   “Nice block,” the man said. “But if you want to fight with swords, there’s no way I can lose!” The man broke free from Ash’s defense and went right back in for another attack. Ash leapt away again, this time using his free hand to blast his attacker with a fireball. The serpent-masked man sliced Ash’s flames apart with ease.
 
   “Running away?” the man asked, disappointed.
 
   But Ash was not only running away. His barrage of fireballs did not stop, and soon the masked attacker was dodging and slicing at an assault of flames. By flying away with his hands pointing behind him, Ash was able to escape and attack at the same time.
 
   “What’s the matter? Too scared to fight me?” the man shouted between fireballs.
 
   Oh, I’ll fight you, Ash thought. But first I have to put some distance between us! There’s no way my beginner’s sword-skills could outmatch someone who’s skilled enough to use two swords!
 
   Once he felt he was far enough away, Ash came to a stop on a branch and turned around to face his enemy. As he had thought, the masked man was still in pursuit. Now was the perfect time to blast him some more. Ash readied a large fireball in his hand, waiting till the masked man was only feet away before launching it.
 
   But the man had great control over his flight path and dropped altitude mid-glide. The fireball soared over him, and the man pressed on towards Ash with swords posed to strike. Ash jumped, kicked off the tree trunk, and blasted away. He turned around in mid air to see his attacker land where he once stood.
 
   “Now I got you!” the serpent-mask shouted, leaping into the air in pursuit of the boy.
 
   “Think again,” Ash said. He watched as the fireball he’d just shot came soaring back, slamming into the masked attacker and knocking him back down to a lower tier of branches.
 
   That fireball… the masked man thought as he caught his breath. He redirected it to swing back around and hit me on my ascent. The kid knew I’d follow him and planned his attack accordingly. He might be better than we thought…
 
   “I wouldn’t stand there if I were you,” Ash called down to the man.
 
   “Are you going to stop running and fight back?” the masked man asked.
 
   “You think I’m not fighting back?” Ash said.  “Look out below!”
 
   The masked man took caution and looked down. Hovering several feet below him was another fireball! He had time to curse and jump away before Ash directed the fireball up. It blew past him, narrowly missing the masked man.
 
   “I’m finally getting the hang of controlling my flames!” Ash said. He gestured downward with his hand, making the fireball do the same. But the masked man would not be made a target again so easily. The man stepped aside and swung a sword at the homing fireball. The flames dispersed from the force of the swing before they could hit him.
 
   “If weak fireballs are the best you have, you’re in trouble kid. I can keep cutting them all day long. And when you run out of stamina, what then? I’ll still be in top shape to cut you down.”
 
   “Why are you attacking me?” Ash asked.
 
   “You’ve been snooping around too much,” the masked man said. “I’m here to shut you up before you interrupt our plans.”
 
   “So that would make you a rebel, huh?” Ash asked. A smile spread across his face. “Just my luck! I’m going to be the one who captures you!” Ash readied another fireball in his hands. 
 
   “This again?” the serpent-masked rebel asked. He took a defensive stance, ready to cut the flames again. But this time Ash was not charging just another small fireball. The rebel watched as the ball of flames grew and grew. When the fireball became too large to see the boy behind it, the rebel knew he was in trouble.
 
   Crap! the rebel thought. What a monster of a flame stock this kid has! I can’t cut a fireball that big!
 
   The rebel made a last-minute decision to jump out of the way instead of cutting the fireball, just as Ash let it fly. The fireball slammed into the tree the rebel was standing on instead. The entire forest seemed to shake as the tree toppled, burned in half. The top portion of the tree dropped to the ground below. If the rebel had attempted to take on the fireball, he would have surely been burnt to a crisp and fallen as well.
 
   But the rebel’s dodging was not over yet. Ash lobbed more fireballs at him at a rapid pace. The rebel leapt like a mad man from tree branch to tree branch dodging Ash’s projectiles. 
 
   Crap crap crap! My swords are only useful if I can get close to him! 
 
   Changing strategies, the rebel dropped to the forest floor below and continued running. Ash held two more fireballs at the ready, still in hot pursuit. When the boy landed he could not see the rebel. Rows upon rows of trees for the foreseeable area provided a perfect place to hide and launch a counterattack from.
 
   The serpent-masked rebel was already hiding and knew Ash’s location. The boy walked slowly down the tree line at full alert. Knowing that he could not rely on his vision here, Ash lowered the blindfold over his eyes. He stopped moving and listened to his surroundings. He could hear the sounds of the forest, like the wind and birds, but he listened for something else: whatever didn’t belong in the forest.
 
   The sound of pine needles crunching saved him. In a split-second he knew where his enemy was and what direction he was moving in. Ash had to jump from his position, only narrowly avoiding the rebel’s blades. The boy twisted his body and fired his two projectile flames, but the rebel was already gone. Now it was a game of cat and mouse.
 
   If that’s the way it was going to be, Ash was not going to make it easy for his opponent. The boy took off running down the tree line. In a matter of seconds he could hear another set of footprints running beside him only several trees over. Ash launched a fireball towards the sound, but the footsteps stopped moving. A new idea popped into the boy’s head.
 
   While the rebel was standing still, Ash created as many small fireballs as he could before he heard his opponent start moving again. When the boy had eight fireballs hovering before him, he conducted an experiment. It took most of his concentration but Ash managed to direct his balls of flame in several different directions throughout the tree line.
 
   Using his flames like probes, he ‘felt’ around the forest for his opponent. The rebel realized at once what the boy was doing and avoided the flames. But the more Ash concentrated, the faster he was able to move the balls of flames. Soon the fireballs were shooting down the tree lines at top speed searching for the enemy like destructive sonar.
 
   The rebel started to sweat. Dodging through the trees, narrowly avoiding the fireballs that rocketed around aiming for him, he knew he was in trouble. The boy was proving to be much stronger than Phoenix let on. After several successful dodges, the rebel slipped up and accidentally stepped into the path of an oncoming fireball.
 
   Instinctively he slashed out with his sword. The fireball, being small enough to cut, dispersed and died. The rebel exhaled with relief, then was knocked in the back of his head with another fireball. This time the flames were strong enough to incinerate his hood, leaving only the thin serpent-like mask he wore to protect his identity.
 
   Ash, having figured out the location of his enemy, charged in to deliver the final blow. He could hear the rebel’s footsteps once again trying to flee, but the boy followed the sound and when there were no trees in the way launched one more fireball. His flame collided with the ground and the rebel’s footsteps stopped. Ash caught up with the impact area and tore off his blinding. The forest around him was empty.
 
   A rustling in the treetops above tipped him off: the rebel had escaped by going up. The boy used his wings to perform a tall jump and landed on a tree branch high above the ground. He could see no sign of the rebel. His hopes of capturing their first rebel were dashed, but he refused to give up. He checked the sun and decided he had enough time to go after the enemy. He would find the first rebel and bring him to justice, no matter what.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   “Come on now, you’re only embarrassing yourself by pretending I can’t see you,” Prince Darko called to Aura. The death toucher crouched on his hands and knees in the tall reeds facing the river. The river where he’d just witnessed Prince Darko slaughtering demon bears with only one swing of his sword…
 
   Damn, he’s right… this is pathetic, I have to face him… Aura’s body was trembling with fright at what he thought the Prince might do to him. But Darko had a point, he already knew Aura was there, so there was nothing else to do but stand and show himself. Maybe he could explain his way out of this…
 
   “Okay, okay you got me!” Aura stood and said, holding his arms high to show he had no weapons or bad intent. “Prince Darko, I don’t think we’ve really had the chance to meet. I’m Aura Draxler, friend of your sisters and a valuable part of her team. We’re all here for survival training.”
 
   “Death toucher Aura Draxler,” Darko said. 
 
   “Yes, that is me!” Aura said.
 
   “Survival training, hmm. I can help with that,” the Prince said, drawing his giant sword from the riverbed and holding it at the ready. 
 
   “Now hold on a minute!” Aura said backpedaling, a renewed sense of fright coming back to him. “Your sister needs me! I’m the glue that holds this team together! Goddard would be super upset with you if I got hurt! Did I ever mention I’m a huge fan of yours?” 
 
   Aura’s excuses did nothing to deter Darko. The Prince trudged through the river towards the bank where Aura stood. The young death toucher was about to turn and run when a terrifying sound came from the forest directly behind him. Aura turned and witnessed another demon bear approaching, only this one was twice as big as the ones Darko had slayed. The bear charged forward on all fours, its enormous red eyes appeared blind with rage. 
 
   “New idea!” Darko shouted. “Use your ability on that demon there. Show me, and I’ll let you live!”
 
   This sucks! Aura thought. Trapped between a demon and a demented Prince! But I suppose if I have to choose…
 
   Aura turned to face the charging demon. He felt more confident facing something he knew he could kill with a single touch. The Prince had a wicked grin on his face seeing the boy take his offer. With the charging demon nearly upon him, Aura brought out his wings and leapt high into the air. The demon reared back on its hind legs, making it nearly fifteen feet tall, and Aura just barely cleared the beast. 
 
   The boy turned in midair and fired a flame at the back of the bear’s head. Its fur was scorched a little, but the demon was otherwise fine. The bear turned its attention on the boy and ignored the naked man in the river. The demon lunged at Aura with teeth bared, demon spit spraying everywhere. 
 
   Aura took off his gauntlet and did the stupidest thing anyone could do: the boy charged forward as well. His entire plan hinged on being faster than the demon, which luckily he was. The boy slapped his death touch hand down on the bear’s nose, pushing away from the creature’s powerful jaws at the same time. He felt the electric spark of soul power jolt through his hand as it always did when the power was activated.
 
   But the demon stood, alive and roaring at the boy who had managed to evade it. The demon slapped at the boy with a massive claw. Aura was in total shock that the demon had somehow shrugged off his death touch, and missed his chance to evade. The demon swatted him back to the forest floor, where the boy crashed into a thick tree trunk. 
 
   That’s the first time… Aura thought. The first time my death touch hasn’t worked.
 
   The bear charged at Aura. A soft, throaty chuckle could be heard coming from Prince Darko. The laughter made Aura feel humiliated. Before the demon reached him, Aura created a large fireball and shot it into the creature’s face. The bear dropped, pawing at its eyes in rage and blindness, only feet in front of Aura.
 
   The death toucher used his frustration as motivation and jumped to his feet. In a bold and possibly suicidal move, Aura leapt on top of the bear’s head. He ran down its neck and onto its back, then dropped to his knees.
 
   “I’m taking your soul damn it!” Aura said. “And there’s nothing you can do about it!” He gripped the demon’s thick fur with his free hand and slapped his death touch hand down. The blue electricity-like power came back, attempting to rip the demon’s soul out. The beast reared up once more and thrust its razor-sharp paws at the boy. Aura was too high up on the creatures back so it could not reach him. The death toucher clung on, exerting himself more than ever to use his power.
 
   Blood trickled out his nose, and the demon was still standing and flailing wildly. Whether by accident or plan, the demon managed to press its back against a nearby tree and brush Aura off. As the boy struggled to climb to his feet, he locked eyes with Darko Satan. The Prince still stood waist-deep in the river, watching with unimpressed features.
 
   The enormous demon stopped flailing as it came to its senses. It had never known danger in its life, and this little devil boy was the first to teach it a lesson in fear. This sent the bear into a wild rage. Aura knew his only chance of making it out of this alive was by running away. Ignoring the Prince, ignoring the demon, Aura turned tail and fled.
 
   The demon pursued, and Aura took to the tree branches above. After only a few seconds the two disappeared from Darko’s sight. The Prince sighed and shrugged.
 
   “Death toucher,” he said. “I fear your powers may have been drastically exaggerated.”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Shiva stood utterly speechless from her teacher’s words. She struggled to comprehend what he asked her, but there was no more breath in her lungs.
 
   “Do you mean it?” she asked.
 
   “Every word.”
 
   “Can I have some time to think about it?”
 
   “Of course. Take all the time you need,” Phoenix replied. “The sun started to shrink a while ago. You’ve come a long way. You’ve got your demon, now head back to the safe house.” Phoenix took off through the forest, leaving almost as fast as he appeared.
 
   He did zigzag patterns, trying to hide his destination by disappearing behind the trees. Shiva realized what he was doing and couldn’t help but smile at his actions. After saving her life and embarrassing her, Phoenix made it up to her by not revealing the direction back to the safe house.
 
   What a gentleman, the girl thought.
 
   Knowing that Phoenix likely took off in the wrong direction on purpose, Shiva started walking in the direction that felt right to her. She slipped her blindfold back over her eyes and returned to ‘determined’ mode. Her small but significant chat with Phoenix allowed her enough rest. She could move at top speed once again.
 
   She found that even with her body rested, her mind was still in shambles. Phoenix had really rocked her world with his question, and as a result the distracted girl missed a tree branch and plummeted to the ground below. Deciding it might be safer to travel by ground for the time being, Shiva settled for a brisk walk back through the forest.
 
   She passed uneventfully enough through the forest for a long time, still lost in thought. Then she heard something that didn’t belong in the forest ambience heading towards her. Two fireballs, she thought. They’re heading straight for me, but… Shiva turned her body sideways so that the fireballs passed right by her on either side.
 
   Hah! Too far apart! she thought, triumphant. Then a metal chain caught her by the throat and slammed her head into the ground. 
 
   As she struggled to stay conscious, all she could think was: Why… a chain? Through blurry eyes she saw her attacker standing before her: a woman wearing a cloak and mask.
 
    
 
   



  
 


Chapter Nineteen: Die Young
 
    
 
   Aura ran through the thick forest tree line as if his life depended on it, which it did. An enormous momma bear demon was right behind him. The enraged monster chased after the boy on its hind legs, running like a giant person. The demon slashed apart any trees in its path, ensuring that nothing would stop it from reaching its prey.
 
   Damn that overgrown teddy! Aura thought. Was it too powerful for my death touch to work on? But I’ve killed a greater demon with it before! Was that time just a fluke? Some sort of saved-up ‘power burst’ or something? Whatever it was, I should by all means be able to do it again!
 
   The demon closed in, and with the forest becoming more and more dense Aura was having a harder time moving forward. The boy’s heart pounded like a jackhammer. His foot got caught on something on the forest floor, tripping him to the ground. He didn’t catch himself properly, and ended up slamming his face into the dirt. In a matter of seconds, the demon would be on him.
 
   Aura had enough time to roll over and lock eyes with the demon, but little else. The bear demon bared its enormous fangs and went in for a bite. Before it could chomp down on the terrified death toucher, the serpent-masked rebel leapt out of the treetops.
 
   “Out of my way!” he yelled, slashing forward with his swords. The strikes from his blades cut an X-shape across the demon’s face. The big bear roared in pain as the serpent-masked man rolled over the top of the demon’s head and kicked off, rocketing into the sky once more and slamming the demon’s scarred face into a nearby tree.
 
   Ash appeared from the treetops above. The sight of his comrade lying on the ground caught his eye. The boy dropped down and rushed to Aura’s side immediately.
 
   “Aura? What are you doing?” Ash asked.
 
   “We…” Aura muttered.
 
   “Whatever! The important thing is that you’re alright!”
 
   “We should…”
 
   “You’ll never guess who I’m chasing! It’s a rebel, Aura! A real rebel is here in the Hellwood! He attacked me with two swords, and he seemed really strong! But I had him on the run with my flames! How cool is that, Aura?”
 
   “We should…go!”
 
   “Aura?”
 
   Behind Ash, the demon bear was up on four feet again. The creature had gone from enraged to berserk. Ash became aware of the monster’s hot, raunchy breath gusting at him from behind. The boy turned around at once expecting to see something his own size. He was met with the killer red eyes of a vicious, mad demon. He had only seconds to comprehend this, before another foe showed up on the scene.
 
   Through the tree line emerged the rhino-centaur demon that Ash had encountered earlier. It plowed through the scene unaware of the drama unfolding there, knocking the bear demon to the ground once more. The two demons tripped over each other, utterly confused. This gave Ash the chance he needed to make a break for it.
 
   “What are you just sitting around for?!” Ash shouted at his shell-shocked friend. “We should go!”
 
   Ash lifted Aura to his feet and the two boys skedaddled. The rhino-centaur was the first to get back on its feet and give chase. The demon bear was not far behind it, still looking to feast on some fresh devil.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   A bull-masked rebel stalked his prey across the Hellwood. By total luck, the man had run into an unexpected target not accounted for in the plot. Seeing this surprise guest and catching him off-guard, the rebel soldier couldn’t pass up the opportunity to spy on him. The buff rebel made absolutely sure to stay out of sight at all times, because he was tracking the deadliest prey in all of Hell: Prince Darko Satan.
 
   The Prince had his clothes back on and stalked the forest with no attempt at even trying to hide his presence from any of the dangerous demons around. The bull-masked rebel watched as Darko attracted the attention of a carnivorous hair-hog, only to cut the creature down in two slashes. Any woodland dwelling creature he came across was either cut or burned to death.
 
   The rebel could admit the Prince was talented at slaying demons, but he had yet to see how strong Darko truly was. He followed with utmost caution, seeing how dangerous Darko was firsthand. Tracking him was made easy, since all the rebel had to do was follow the trail of demon corpses.
 
   Eventually Darko stopped walking. The rebel examined him from afar, trying to deduce what the hold up was. Peeking out of the shrubbery, the bull-masked rebel saw Darko kneeling down and extending a hand to something on the ground. The rebel waited, his view of the Prince’s obstruction blocked by a bush. 
 
   Finally, the creature in question moved closer to Darko’s outstretched hand. The bull-masked rebel saw that it was a small wolf demon cub. The little creature couldn’t of been any more than a few months old. It stared up at Darko with frightened animal eyes, and the Prince called softly to it. When the wolf cub came within reach, Darko extended his hand and started petting the cub gently.
 
   Who would have ever known, the rebel thought. Prince Darko has a soft spot for cute little creatures! Maybe we could use this against him somehow…
 
   His thoughts were interrupted by a high-pitched squeal. When he looked back at Darko, the man was holding the demon cub by the skin on its neck. Darko was shaking the little fella violently, trying to make it squeal in pain and fright. His face remained emotionless the whole time.
 
   After a while, a chorus of howls was heard off in the distance. The animal music continued to come closer, until a pack of enormous black furred, red-eyed wolf demons appeared. The wolf pack attacked the Prince, who finally dropped the little cub. With his sword strapped to his back, the Prince engaged the wolves in hand-to-hand combat.
 
   He stopped a charging demon with a single punch to the side of its head. Another one leapt at him, only to be tossed to the side by a kick. A third wolf lunged at him with open jaws, and Darko only managed to grip its bared fangs in time to stop it. The Prince’s soul power flowed freely, and Darko easily tore the animal’s face apart.
 
   He wiped out the rest of the pack in minutes. When every last demon was dead, Darko sat down in the grass for a little rest. The bull-masked rebel sat frozen in terror, still watching from the bush far away. The man stared down at his trembling hands, lost in thought.
 
   I’ve got to be at least that strong to beat Darko, he thought. For now, I’d better get back to hunting those kids!
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Shiva’s vision cleared; she had managed to stay conscious. She saw her enemy, a woman wearing a far-too revealing outfit under a cloak. The mask she wore was shaped like a heart, but split apart down the middle as if it were broken.
 
   A masked woman… Shiva thought. Is she a rebel…?
 
   The girl had no idea why she’d be under attack from anyone unless they were of the rebel persuasion. If they had been tailing her, waiting for the right moment to strike, then this would certainly be it.
 
   Shiva lifted her head to examine the chain that was holding her throat against the ground. The two fireballs she dodged were connected to the ends of the chain. Those fireballs were now plunged into the forest floor, unmoving.
 
   “What…do you want?” Shiva managed to ask.
 
   The heart-masked woman said nothing in response.
 
   “You… you’re a rebel, aren’t you?”
 
   The woman raised her head slightly, as if lost in thought. She faced Lady Shiva again and spoke. “Do you think your family will miss you after I kill you? Do you think anyone will miss you? I don’t.”
 
   Shiva remained stone-faced. “That’s… all you had to say then!” The girl lifted her body off the ground despite the heavy chain and fireballs pinning her down. She had done enough weighted sit-ups in her life that this was hardly a challenge. With a deep gasp for air Shiva was back on her feet. The chain and fireballs remained stuck to the ground as the girl examined the strange weapon further.
 
   “So there’s a chain connecting these two fireballs? Looks interesting. But how does it work?”
 
   The lady rebel snapped her fingers, enlarging the two fireballs at the ends of the chain. With a flick of her fingers, the flames sprang to life and shot towards Shiva. Her neck was once again the target, as the chain spun and wrapped around her. Underneath her mask, the lady rebel smiled at the pain she was inflicting.
 
   Shiva did the unthinkable and grabbed a hold of one of the fireballs. She put everything she had into emitting her own flame and injecting it into her opponent’s. Caught off guard and too far away from her flames, the lady rebel could only watch as Shiva suffocated the fireball and claimed it for herself.
 
   Thanks, gramps, for spending a day teaching us how to use the flame thief technique, thought Shiva.
 
   Now in control of one end of the strange weapon, Shiva focused on sending the chain spinning in the other direction. The chain loosened as it unwrapped, freeing the girl from its choking grasp. The lady rebel grit her teeth in frustration and retaliated by willing the other end of the chain to spin the other direction and entangle her again. By the time she got it to rotate around her captive’s neck once Shiva had already managed to loosen the chain enough to slip her head out.
 
   Shiva had another surprise in store for the lady rebel as well: twin fireballs that she blasted at her. The rebel dodged out of the way, recalling her flame and with it the strange weapon that utilizes fireballs. She kept her distance now, knowing not to underestimate Lady Shiva.
 
   “You said you want to kill me…” said Shiva. “It’s because I’m Royalty, right?” 
 
   “Of course,” the lady rebel said. “Though it’s mostly your father and brother we’re after. You’re not much of a threat, really. We’re just trying to be thorough.” 
 
   “You insult my honor…” Shiva whispered.
 
   “Hmm? What’s that? I couldn’t quite hear you!”
 
   “You try to kill me…”
 
   “You’ll have to speak up if you want to be heard!”
 
   “You say you want to kill my family?!”
 
   “That’s better! Now we’re using our outdoor voices!”
 
   “I’ll kick your skanky ass before any of that happens!”
 
   Shiva threw her plan into motion. Igniting the fireball she still had attached to the rebel’s weapon, the girl started wrapping her enemy’s leg with the chain. The rebel screamed in surprise and tried to make her end of the chain unwrap itself, but it was no use. She only made the situation worse and wound up binding her legs together. This gave Shiva the opening she needed.
 
   The girl dashed forward, twin daggers brandished and ready for action. She would end this battle with one strike and gain the respect of her family for bringing in the first rebel. Her arrogance at believing she’d already won was what did her in. Too many thoughts about victory instead of watching her surroundings, and she was completely caught off guard by the other man who’d been watching and waiting this whole time.
 
   The bird-masked man leapt out of hiding and slashed Shiva across her chest with his sword. The girl, caught completely off guard, was cut deep and dropped to the ground in defeat. The masked man rushed to the lady rebel’s side and tore the chain apart.
 
   “I’m sorry…” the lady rebel whispered.
 
   “Let’s go,” the bird-masked rebel said.
 
   “You’re not leaving…” said a voice from behind them. The two rebels turned to see their prey, Lady Shiva, still standing despite the long bloody slash across her body. “No way I’m letting you leave here…”
 
   The lady rebel jumped to her feet, eager to finish the battle. But the rebel leader raised his hand, signaling her to stand down. He studied the girl instead. Lady Shiva had a desperate look of motivation on her face. She refused to give up even with her life on the line.
 
   “Stand down,” the rebel man said, his voice rocky and harsh. “You can’t win here.” 
 
   “If I let two rebels get away…” A faint, steamy glow emanated off of Shiva. “If I don’t kick your asses right here and now… I can’t protect my family! I’d rather die… than let you all dishonor me!”
 
   “Then die,” the rebel man said, forming a fireball in hand.
 
   “I won’t die here!” Shiva said. “Phoenix is still waiting for my answer!”
 
   Those words, paired with the faint trace of soul power coming from Shiva, were enough to change the rebel’s mind. He extinguished his fireball. Shiva took a step towards him, barely able to hold her twin daggers up. Her attempt to move forward was too much for her. She fell to her knees and dropped her weapons. Her hands found their way to the bloody gash across her chest. She was on the verge of blacking out, and as she struggled to stay awake once more, she saw her enemies disappearing into the forest. The last thing she saw was the bird-masked man staring back at her as he fled.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   “Hey Ash…” said Aura, as he stared down the two demons behind them.
 
   “Yeah buddy?” Ash said, keeping his eyes on the new enemy before them.
 
   “Is that the rebel guy you were talking about?”
 
   “Nope. He’s bigger, and doesn’t have the same mask or the swords.”
 
   “Do you think you can handle him?”
 
   “Sure do! What about those two turds back there?”
 
   “Leave it to me, I’ll pinch them off!”
 
   The boys stared down their respective enemies: the demon bear and rhino-centaur, and the mysterious new masked rebel that blocked their path.
 
   “Not that I need help from those demons,” the bull-masked rebel spoke. “I could take you both on, but I guess I’ll have to settle for one at a time!”
 
   “Good luck!” the boys said to each other before leaping into their separate battles. Ash grabbed for his sword, thinking he would have the advantage while facing an unarmed opponent. Aura dashed at the charging demons knowing that he could not take them on directly. He bent his legs and jumped high using his wings for an added boost. The death toucher soared right over the heads of the hungry demons.
 
    The bull-masked rebel was prepared for such Ash’s sword attack. The rebel met the boy head-on, grabbing at the blade just before getting cut in two. Ash was blown away at the amazing feat of being able to catch a speeding blade. The rebel man grinned victoriously under his mask.
 
   “You think you have the advantage just because you have a sword? You think I am ‘unarmed’? That could not be further from the truth!” The man managed to push down Ash’s blade while holding it tightly. Ash struggled to pull free, but the man was just too strong for him. “I am always armed, so long as I have my arms!”
 
   The rebel tossed Ash’s sword aside and threw the boy off balance. Ash stumbled, totally powerless to avoid the rebel’s punch. His face smashed in, the boy dropped to the ground and tumbled in the dirt.
 
   “Ash!” Aura screamed with concern, taking his eyes off his own enemies. The two demons certainly weren’t trying to work together, but their assault was surprisingly in synch. Aura dropped to the ground and rolled away just in time as the rhino-centaur rammed its massive horn into the tree Aura was standing next to. The creature struggled to free itself while its partner took center stage. The bear demon swaggered forward. The red X marked on its face dripped fresh, steamy blood on the forest floor.
 
   Ash will be fine! Aura convinced himself. Right now I can’t take my eyes off of this trash! I’m gonna rip that soul right out of you, X-bear!
 
   Aura climbed to his feet and worked on forming a plan. The demon he named X-bear was moving in on him fast. Knowing he couldn’t challenge the beast head-on, he’d have to try something different. Instead he ran straight for the centaur demon, screaming all the while and waving his arms madly.
 
   “I’m right here, you idiots!” Aura shouted at the demons. “Come and get me!”
 
   With a thick tree trunk still blocking its vision, the rhino-centaur reverted to its demon instincts and charged in the direction of the devil boy’s voice. Aura smiled, the first part of his plan having succeeded.
 
   “Come get me you stupid horsey!” Aura shouted at the centaur. The demon couldn’t understand the devil’s language, but just hearing the boy taunting it made its blood boil. The rhino-centaur charged blindly after the voice while working on freeing itself from the heavy tree trunk. When the demon finally succeeded in removing the tree, it saw the devil boy running in front of it. The rhino-centaur lowered its horn and sped up, aiming straight for Aura.
 
   Aura wasn’t running fast enough to escape the charging demon, but he did not need to be for his plan to work. He simply jumped, with a little help from his wings, out of the demon’s charging path and avoiding it entirely. The demon charged horn-first directly at the X-bear now instead. The bear demon reared up on its hind legs, attempting to use its massive arms to push the rhino back. However its strength was not enough to keep the horn at bay, as the bear’s arms were just an inch too short.
 
   The X-bear was impaled through the torso by the rhino demon’s giant horn. Blood sprayed everywhere, covering the forest floor and the surrounding trees. Aura watched in awe at the chaos he’d created unfolding before him. Though the X-bear demon was impaled completely through, it still had some fight in it. The massive demon gripped the base of the rhino’s horn, digging its blade-like claws into the rhino’s hard skin.
 
   The rhino, confused and in pain, wrapped its own arms around the bear’s waist. With a mighty heave, the creature lifted the bear into the air and reared back. It was only trying to drive its horn further into the other demon, but the creature was not ready for the extra weight. The centaur-rhino leaned back too quickly and fell over. In all the movement the X-bear’s teeth ended up sunk into the rhino’s rump.
 
   The two massive demons grappled with each other, their animal instincts taking over so much that they forgot all about their original prey, the devil boy. Aura stood looking down on the two tangled monsters from a tree branch above the battlefield. Knowing he’d be alright for the time being, he turned his attention back to Ash’s fight.
 
   Ash was picking himself off the ground with a trickle of blood flowing from his mouth. The rebel waited patiently for him to stand back up, grinning like a man who’d already won his fight. Ash wiped the blood and dirt from his face, a new sense of anger coursing through him.
 
   “You’re absolutely right,” said Ash. “What was I thinking? Fighting with a sword… I’m just a beginner with a sword. I need to beat you, so I shouldn’t have been limiting myself like that. If I want to beat you, all I need to do is give your face a good punching!”
 
   “A punch like the one I just hit you with?” the rebel asked, sniggering.
 
   “No,” Ash said. “A real punch!” The boy rushed his enemy with incredible speed. He was almost like a flash the way he flew forward and planted a punch squarely between the rebel’s eyes before the man even knew he was under attack.
 
   The masked rebel flew back into a tree, but Ash did not stop there. The boy pursued his enemy, throwing rapid punch after punch at his body. The bull-masked rebel was so caught off guard he became trapped as Ash pummeled away at him like a punching bag. Back up in the treetops, Aura was getting pumped up by seeing his friend make such an awesome comeback.
 
   I can’t let you beat your enemy before I beat mine! Aura thought, always the competitive one. With the two demons still locked to each other below, Aura dove off the tree branch. He pulled off his gauntlet and fell on top of the bear’s head, clutching a clump of fur with his free hand.
 
   “This time you’re both mine!” Aura shouted, as a glowing steam flowed off his body. He plunged his death touch hand down, jolting the demons with his blue soul electricity. The demons screamed, their deafening voices shaking the forest. Aura held on for several seconds with no luck. The demons were managing to hold onto their souls somehow. “Now… Die!” Aura screamed, releasing the full power of his soul.
 
   The blue electricity shot throughout both the demon’s bodies, killing them instantly. Their limp bodies fell to the ground, along with Aura. Blood shot out of his mouth and nose as he fell unconscious. On the other side of the tree line, Ash watched his friend kill two demons with a single touch, and witnessed the toll it took on his body. 
 
   With Ash distracted, the rebel fought back by slamming his metal gauntlets into the boy’s head. Ash stumbled backwards in pain. The rebel blasted another punch forward, connecting with Ash’s gut. The boy dropped to his knees and the rebel continued his assault with a kick to the boy’s face. Ash collapsed on the forest floor, his face a bloody mess.
 
   “You boys put up a good fight!” the bull-masked rebel said. “But you’re just not strong enough to beat me yet. You’ve been poking around looking for us rebels, and we’d like you to stop. We wouldn’t want you to ruin our plans for a rebellion, now.” The man made his way over to where Aura laid unconscious next to a pile of dead demons. “This ones the death toucher? Our leader expressed some interest in capturing this one...”
 
   “Stay away from him!”
 
   The rebel turned to see Ash back on his feet. It was a shock to see the boy standing after taking such a pummeling, but even more shocking was the steam-like glow flowing off the boy’s body. The rebel was accustomed to seeing his leader’s soul power demonstrations, but this boy’s soul was different. It was only a small amount, yet it felt just as powerful as the rebel leader’s soul. 
 
   “If you so much as look at him again, I’ll kill you!” Ash said.
 
   The rebel considered his mission. He came to the conclusion that he was finished here, and decided to make an exit and call it a draw. He scoffed loudly. “Hah! You’re not even worth killing! But seriously: there’s nothing you can do to stop us. Our plans are already in motion. Don’t interfere and we’ll let you keep living!”
 
   The bull-masked rebel stepped away from Aura and towards the tree line. With another deep huff, he darted off into the forest. Ash was disappointed to see his target get away, but there was no way he or Aura had the strength to get up and chase him. Even with his soul power flowing, Ash’s body was still shot. As soon as the danger gone, Ash’s soul power stopped flowing and the boy sagged.
 
   We survived, Aura, he thought. Now, let’s get the hell out of this forest!
 
    
 
   



  
 


Chapter Twenty: Welcome Home
 
    
 
   Phoenix stood waiting outside the Safe House, his eyes shifting from the tree line to the shrinking ball of flames in the sky. The logger’s artificial sun was the size of a basketball. Phoenix saw the edge of the forest creep closer and closer as the amount of light shrank rapidly. A few minutes later, the sun was gone. All that lit the way to the Safe House now was two small torches at the entryway to the cabin.
 
   The tutor almost became worried that his students wouldn’t return, but he was beginning to know them better. He now understood that these kids were all special in their own ways. He learned that he could not underestimate them, especially Ash, the wild card.
 
   His wait was over. The first students to return emerged from the darkness. It was the duo of Ash and Aura, dragging behind them two mammoth sized demons. The two boys looked rough and beaten, but they acted as if nothing was wrong.
 
   “You may take your blindfolds off now,” Phoenix said. Both boys lifted their hands and pulled off their blindfolds. The sight of the Safe House and their teacher was something they never thought they’d long to see. 
 
   “Welcome back,” Phoenix said.
 
   “Shiva’s not back yet?” Ash asked.
 
   “No,” replied Phoenix. “I’m sure she’ll be here soon, though.”
 
   “I’m worried,” Ash said. “We were attacked by some rebels in the forest. They said they plan to start a rebellion. Shiva could still be out there and in trouble!” 
 
   “I wouldn’t underestimate her,” Phoenix said. “She’s strong. Besides, do you think she would want you to worry about her?”
 
   “No! And that’s exactly why I am!” said Ash. “Are you seriously not going out there to look for her? You guys can wait here, I’ll go look for her then.”
 
   “You two aren’t in any condition to go back into the forest. Aura can hardly even stand.” Phoenix motioned to the limping death toucher leaning against the Safe House. “Surely you must be tired as well. Go inside and rest. I’ll wait out here for Lady Shiva to return.”
 
   Aura took Phoenix up on his offer and headed inside. Using his ability on a stronger demon really took its toll on his body, and he needed the rest. Ash lingered by the door watching the forest tree line, hoping to see Shiva come walking out carrying a big demon and completely unscathed. He didn’t have long to wait. Shiva walked out from the dark tree line and right up to them as if joining her friends for afternoon tea. She dragged the giant demon hornet by its burnt and crispy stinger, tossing it at her teacher’s feet.
 
   “What’s next?” she asked, trying to hide the bleeding gash across her chest armor.
 
   “Shiva!” Ash shouted in surprise, rushing to her side and inspecting her wounds. “What happened to you?”
 
   “Were you attacked?” Phoenix asked, pulling off her blindfold.
 
   “I was jumped by two rebels. They… overpowered me. I am sorry.” The look of disappointment in Shiva’s eyes was all too obvious. Even though she survived and made it all the way back to the Safe House, she could not see it as a triumph when she failed to capture her targets.
 
   “We should get inside,” Phoenix said. “We need to close up your wounds, Shiva.” 
 
    
 
   After relocating to their private room in the Safe House, Phoenix took great care to burn Shiva’s bleeding gash of a wound closed. The girl tried her best not to cry out in pain as her flesh seared. She lay in bed, exhausted and recovering from her whole ordeal while her male associates paced the room. 
 
   “It seems I’ve put you all in great danger. I regret my decision to bring you to the Hellwood,” Phoenix said. He turned to face Shiva. “And you, Lady Shiva… Could you ever forgive me?”
 
   “You forget,” said Shiva, straining her muscles to smile. “I love danger. Because of you, we can actually confirm the rebels are about to make their move. That’s worth a little beating.”
 
   “Some rebels jumped us, too!” Ash said.
 
   “How long do you think they’ve been watching us?” Aura asked. After sitting on the floor for a while he was starting to feel a little better.
 
   “Tell me all about your encounters with the rebels,” Phoenix said. “I want to know every detail.”
 
    
 
   After an hour of a colorful recap of events, the team was too beat to talk anymore and climbed into their beds. They’d sleep for the night and return to the Kingdom in the morning with the loggers. Aura snored and slept like a rock. Ash lie awake, still worried about demonic spiders in his bed. His thoughts eventually turned to how much stronger he’d gotten recently under Phoenix’s tutelage.
 
   “Hey Phoenix,” came a whispering from above Ash’s bunk. It was Shiva, apparently still awake, calling out to their teacher. She must not have known that Ash was still awake, and spoke candidly. 
 
   “You awake?”
 
   “Yes,” Phoenix replied in a hushed voice, hoping not to wake the boys.
 
   “My answer is yes,” Shiva whispered.
 
   Answer? Ash thought to himself, curious. What’s she talking about?
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Hours ago…
 
   The man stood before the girl. Her heart rate increased, even though the danger was no longer present. 
 
   “I need to call in a favor,” Phoenix said.
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “I’d like for you to marry me.”
 
   Shiva’s heart stopped. The one man in all of Hell that she admired most wanted her? She took a deep breath.
 
   “I’m sorry? Did you say marry you?”
 
   “That’s correct,” Phoenix replied. “Marry me, Shiva. I want you to be my wife.”
 
   “W…why?”
 
   “Because knowing you, you won’t marry until your father forces you to. He’ll marry you off to one of his elderly Noble pals. And guess what else – the King is going to want grandchildren. You may not have to give your heart to your husband, but you’ll definitely have to give your body.”
 
   “W-w…why were you thinking about that stuff? What difference does it make to you?”
 
   “I like you, Shiva,” the man said. “I always have. We work well together. I think, since you have to marry someone, it should be me. Well, do you disagree?”
 
   “No, I suppose not, but… what would my brother think?
 
    “I’ve already received Lord Wilhelm’s blessing. I’m certain with his recommendation your father and brother would approve as well. My family ranks among the highest of the Nobles. With our status’s, we can bring great change to Hell. We can make the Kingdom a better, safer place for everyone. Let’s combine our powers, Shiva! Together, there’s nothing you and I can’t achieve.”
 
   Shiva’s legs felt weak, and not just from all the fleeing for her life she’d just done. Phoenix’s words scared her more than she could ever admit. She didn’t like to think about her future, or what her inevitable arranged marriage partner would be like. Phoenix stood in front of her, stretching out his arms to hold the girl’s face.
 
   Shiva’s heart raced and she took long, deep breaths trying to look casual. She felt her teacher’s warm breath on her face as he leaned in to kiss her. Their lips pressed together and held for what felt to the girl like an eternity. When at last the man pulled away, the girl took another deep breath, her face almost as red as her hair.
 
   “Do you mean it?” she asked.
 
   “Every word,” Phoenix replied.
 
   “Can I have some time to think about it?”
 
   “Of course. Take all the time you need.”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Back to the present…
 
   “Yes, I’ll marry you Phoenix.”
 
   Ash’s heart stopped. He thought he must have misheard his friend. She couldn’t have said ‘marry’… that wouldn’t make any sense, the boy thought nervously to himself. She must have said ‘carry!’ I bet she begged Phoenix to let her carry him on the trip back. Whew! What a weird girl!  
 
   “I am honored,” Phoenix replied, almost inaudibly. “I will inform Lord Wilhelm and begin preparations for the wedding once we return.”
 
   Wedding?! So she did say marry?! Ash screamed inside his head.
 
   “The honor will be mine,” Shiva replied. 
 
   That was the end of the midnight conversation. Neither of them spoke, leaving Ash in the dark in more ways than one. The boy spent the rest of the night thinking about what he heard.
 
    
 
   In the morning the boys awoke to the sound of Shiva’s armor clanking as she slipped it on. A faint light coming from underneath the door crack and the sound of stirring loggers rumbling around informed the boys it was time to get up. Ash knew at once he had to tell Aura about what he heard last night, but it was going to be tricky. He’d have to be alone with him, and that likely wouldn’t happen until they were back at the Kingdom.
 
   Ash didn’t want to wait an entire day before sharing such a juicy story though. His first attempt at telling his friend came right after waking up. Shiva had just slipped on her armor and was preparing to leave the room.
 
   “Get up,” she said to the boys. “We leave in ten minutes.” Shiva left the room to go join Phoenix wherever he was.
 
   Aura jumped up quickly and tossed on his clothes.
 
   “Hey,” said Ash. “I have to tell you something.”
 
   “In a minute,” Aura replied. “I gotta get to the bathroom before anyone else!” He dashed out of the room after Shiva. Despite Ash’s calls to him to come back, the boy did not. Ash’s first attempt at telling his friend the news had failed, due mainly to Aura’s obsessive personal hygiene and grooming. Ash never met another devil quite like his friend Aura.
 
   When the boys saw each other next, it was in the small dining room of the Safe House. Phoenix and Shiva were just finishing up their morning coffee and being unsettlingly quiet as Ash sat next to them sipping on a hot cocoa. Aura walked into the room now fully styled and groomed. It took him a long time to get ready after losing out on the bathroom line to not only Shiva, but also Smitty and a few other loggers. Unfortunately for Aura, the cabin was not equipped with a deodorant to mask all the various smells left behind.
 
   “You had something you wanted to tell me?” Aura openly asked Ash. Phoenix and Shiva both looked up, curious.
 
   “What?” Ash panicked, not wanting to say anything in front of the two. “I didn’t say that.”
 
   “Yeah you did,” Aura said. “Right after Shiva walked out of the room, you said you had to tell me something. Or was it something you didn’t want to say in front of her?”
 
   “Ohh!” Ash shouted in frustration, trying to stop his friend’s running mouth. “Yeah, that thing. I just wanted to say… Didn’t that masked lady rebel that Shiva ran into sound kinda hot?”
 
   It was the best he could come up with on the spot. Reactions around the room were mixed. Shiva was of course offended and Phoenix scoffed. Aura was already on the same page as Ash though. When they recapped their encounters in the forest, Aura had quite the visual representation in his mind when it came to Shiva’s mysterious female attacker.
 
   “Oh,” Aura said. “Yeah, totally.”
 
   “We’re leaving now,” Shiva said, jumping up from her chair. 
 
   “We’re the last ones,” said Phoenix, also standing up. “The loggers are waiting on us. We shouldn’t hold them up any longer.”
 
   “Good,” said Aura. “Let’s get the heck out of this awful place and back to my lovely Leona!”
 
   The team joined the loggers outside. The twenty-some men, who had spent the past week living at the Safe House and chopping down trees, were all ready to return to their families. They were bringing back two enormous carts piled high with tall, thick trees they chopped down. Once back in the Kingdom, they would sell the lumber off to the highest bidder.
 
   Their caravan was large enough that they could create a mini-sun above them to light their way back home. Because of the devil’s numbers, any demons in the area were more cautious. The entire trip passed without a single demon attack on the crew. There were several times when Ash, Shiva, and Aura could sense the demons lurking just outside the edge of darkness. This was a new sensation for the trio, and it came as a welcomed surprise.
 
   It was a day’s walk back to the kingdom and by the time they saw the humongous artificial sun floating in the sky, they were ready to be home. The trip was long and boring and their legs were stiff and achy. The three students learned just how badly they were beaten up, and despite how much stronger they felt, realized they still needed more training. 
 
    
 
   * * * * 
 
    
 
   Two Royal Guards stood in the small watchtower posted at the top of the wall next to the Southern Gate. Their job was to stand by the windows and keep watch outside the Kingdom walls. Lesser demons would often wander the perimeter, searching for a way to get to the tasty treats inside. If any demons were spotted, depending on the type and their potential usefulness or danger, they would either be captured or chased away with a well-aimed flame.
 
   The guards chatted away, their words the only entertainment such a dull job had to offer. From out of the darkness in the distance, a single fireball rose into the sky. It was difficult to tell how far away the fire was, but the bright speck was steadily moving closer.
 
   “What’s that?” one of the guards asked.
 
   “Prolly a loggin’ team. One left just yesterday,” the other guard replied, grabbing a clipboard off a nearby shelf on the wall. He looked down at the schedule printed on the paper. “Yep, says here we got one team returnin’ today.”
 
   The guards continued to watch the floating fireball come closer until they could see the men illuminated underneath it. When the team reached the required distance, the guard went to the window and lit a signal torch mounted to the outside wall.
 
   “Listen up men! We got a loggin’ team returnin’! Open up the gates!”
 
   The patrolmen scrambled into place along the edge of the wall, getting as close to the gate as possible. The men readied their flames in case anything demonic happened. With the turn of two enormous cranks on either side of the gate, the giant door opened slowly. The returning caravan marched through the gap to the thunderous cheers and applause from the citizens who gathered to watch. Wives and their children waited anxiously for their fathers, their brothers, and their sons to return from the deadly Hellwood expeditions. 
 
   As soon as the last person was through, the men operating the cranks reversed directions and closed the gate. Families were reunited as the men charged forward into the warm embraces of their loved ones. The team parted ways with the loggers, who headed off to their next destination with their massive carts full of wood. Phoenix took the moment to speak to his team.
 
   “Nice job staying alive out there,” he said. “I had hoped you would activate your soul power, and you’ve all succeeded. Now that you’ve all tapped into your soul power, it will be easier to do from now on. Your real training is just beginning. For now, you are dismissed. Oh, Shiva,” he said, turning to the girl. “I will accompany you back to the castle. We have a lot to discuss.”
 
   Aura was all too eager to get moving, but Ash hung back when he heard Phoenix speak privately to Shiva.
 
   “I suppose so,” Shiva replied. “I need to report to Goddard about our encounters with the rebels as soon as possible. I sense they’re about to make their move…” The couple walked away before Ash could hear anything else. Aura called to him to hurry up, making it even more difficult for Ash to hear any more. When they were out of earshot of the couple, Ash finally had to spill the beans to his friend.
 
   “Dude! You’re so inconveniently dense sometimes!” Ash unloaded his day’s worth of frustrations caused by Aura.
 
   “What?” Aura asked with a blank stare. “I just want to get home already! What’s wrong with that?”
 
   “I’ve been trying to tell you all day: Shiva and Phoenix are engaged!”
 
   “Engaged for what?” Aura asked. “Like a training engagement or something?”
 
   “No! Engaged, as in to be married!”
 
   “Oh, that’s…” Aura thought about it. “…What?”
 
   “I heard them talking about it last night! I’ve been trying to tell you about it all day but you’ve been extra stupid!”
 
   “Sorry! I thought you were just acting weird,” Aura said. “But that’s… seriously weird. Are you sure that’s what’s happening?”
 
   “Definitely. That’s probably what they’re going to talk about right now!”
 
   “Okay, okay, keep your voice down!” Aura said, pulling Ash in close. He looked around to make sure no one nearby was listening. “You shouldn’t talk about it aloud. News of a Royal Wedding would send the Kingdom into a frenzy.”
 
   “Really? Why?”
 
   “People go nuts for a Royal wedding. It only happens every couple hundred years or so. I guess it’s a nice distraction from all the demon attacks or something. Once this news gets out, Shiva is gonna be very popular.”
 
   “I don’t think she’s going to like that,” Ash said. He wouldn’t want to cause Shiva any additional stress, so the boy decided to keep his mouth shut on the matter. “So… should we just wait for her to tell us herself, then?”
 
   “Probably,” said Aura. “Until then, let’s play it cool.”
 
   As the boys stood chatting, Amos Draxler worked his way through the crowd hoping to catch the team on their return. The weapons expert waved when he spotted the boys and headed over. Aura tensed up seeing his father coming.
 
   “Welcome home, boys,” Amos said. “How did it go?”
 
   “We all finally used a little soul power,” Ash told him. “The sword was a big help too. Thanks.” Ash returned the sword to Amos.
 
   “I’m glad to hear it,” said Amos. “You too?” he asked, looking at his son.
 
   “Yeah,” Aura replied. “And I killed two demons with one touch.”
 
   “Impressive. You’ve become a lot stronger,” Amos said with a smile. His face then turned serious. “You must be hungry. I was wondering if you’d like to come have dinner with me and Nora. You’re welcome to join us as well, Ash.”
 
   “Oh, I…” Ash stammered. “Aura?” he turned to his friend to make the call.
 
   “Dinner sounds good, but I’ve been craving a bath more. Ash and I were just heading to the bathhouse, then we were gonna call it a night,” said Aura. “Maybe next time, though.”
 
   “Oh, yeah,” Amos said, his disappointment obvious. “I understand. It’s been a long trip. You’re tired.”
 
   “We were kicked out of the bathhouse though,” said Ash.
 
   “Oh, yeah,” Aura said. “We’ll have to go to a different one from now on.”
 
   “Wait a second,” Amos said plunging his hand into his pocket. He pulled out his wallet and removed a card. “Here’s my membership card for the Noble bathhouse in North Hell. You can use it as much as you want. It’s extra fancy.”
 
   “Whoa,” Aura said, impressed. “You have a membership to the Noble’s swanky bathhouse now?”
 
   “Yes,” said Amos. “We do.”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The employee stationed at the lobby desk gave the boys filthy looks and even appeared to be surprised when they actually presented a membership card. The homely lady begrudgingly allowed the two boys in after confirming their card wasn’t a fake. Aura flashed her a smug smirk as the boys wandered the luxurious lobby of the Noble’s bathhouse.
 
   They walked down a marble hallway adorned with many beautiful paintings on the walls and fancy vases on podiums. Unlike the public bathhouses, the Noble’s of North Hell enjoyed private bathing chambers. The boys ducked inside an unoccupied room and Aura whistled, impressed. 
 
   The private bathing chambers were about the size of a full bedroom. There was a shelf to put their clothing on, as well as a full-stocked towel rack and bin for used towels to be put in. The bath resembled a hot tub sunk into the ground, and Aura was quick to strip off his clothes and hop in. Ash lingered above the water a little longer, still not quite used to the public nudity.
 
   “Oh come on,” said Aura, splashing a little hot water at his friend. “It’s just you and me in here!”
 
   “I know you like to see me naked, but that doesn’t mean I want you to,” Ash said, taking off his dirt and sweat-stained shirt.
 
   “Whew!” Aura made catcalls at his friend. “Take it off!”
 
   The boy finished removing his clothing after wrapping a towel around his waist. He sunk down into the hot water across the tub from his friend. Though his bruises stung at first, the water eventually washed all his pain and aches away. 
 
   “This is the life,” said Aura. “Those wrinkly old Nobles sure have got it made.”
 
   “Mmm hmm,” Ash replied. The edges of the tub were lined with foam cushions for the boys to lean their heads on, making for the ultimate relaxing experience. It was times like this that Ash forgot he was actually in Hell.
 
   “So,” said Aura, “what do you make of all this?”
 
   “All what?”
 
   “Shiva getting hitched to Phoenix. He’s an alright dude, I just don’t see the two of them together. Even if they are old friends or whatever.”
 
   “I agree,” said Ash. “Phoenix is way too controlling for Shiva. She’ll go from taking orders from her father to taking orders from her husband. It’ll be the same crappy life with a new slave driver. Plus I seriously doubt Shiva is prepared for the life of a housewife.”
 
   “I just wonder if she’ll keep her last name.”
 
   Ash let out a loud sigh and dipped his head below the water. He emerged a few seconds later and gulped for air. “Do you think she really even wants to marry him? It’s just, with everything I know about her, I can’t believe she’d truly want to get married. At least not right now.”
 
   Aura shrugged. “She must have her reasons. She did say yes after all.”
 
   “She said she hadn’t seen him in years. Maybe he’s not as cool as she remembers. He was pretty cruel during our training, really. He never hesitated to hurt any of us. Not even his bride-to-be. He wouldn’t even go look for her when we told him the rebels attacked us! Isn’t that a little weird?”
 
   “You missed his drill sergeant act when we were defending West Hell. The guy sure has a way with words, especially when asking people to die for his cause.”
 
   “You don’t think it’s a political move, do you? The marriage? He is a Noble after all, wouldn’t marrying into the Satan family be like hitting the jackpot?”
 
   “Shouldn’t we also consider the possibility that he may actually be in love with Shiva?”
 
   “I think we can rule out the possibility of anyone being in love with Shiva,” said Ash, his cheeks turning pink. “Isn’t it a bad idea to have a Royal wedding when the rebels are openly threatening to make their move? I mean, that’s kinda like welcoming an attack, isn’t it?”
 
   “I’m willing to bet security’s going to be tight on that day.” After one last dip, Aura stood up and removed his body from the water. The boy moved to the ice chest in the room and pulled out a bottle of cold water. After guzzling half the bottle, the boy turned to his friend.
 
   “Still, it could be interesting to see an actual uprising,” he said.
 
   “I’m not so sure anymore,” said Ash. “The rebels we’ve encountered so far have been anything but friendly. I don’t think they’ll care about helping us escape from Hell. Sucks to say, but I think we’ve hit another dead end in our quest.”
 
   “If they’re not going to play nice, I guess it can’t be helped,” said Aura as he started putting clothes on.
 
   “They hurt Shiva. That’s enough of a reason for me not to like them.”
 
   “Fine, fine,” said Aura. “We’ll just let them take out Darko and the King for us, and then we’ll stop them.”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The boys crashed hard in their own beds that night, happy to be home. They slept soundly until the formation of the next morning sun lit their room. Ash struggled to open his eyes and sit up while Aura continued to doze. The boy knew he couldn’t waste an opportunity to get to the bathroom first, and did just that.
 
   When the boys were up and dressed, ready to return to their daily training routine, Ash swung the door open to a familiar face blocking their path.
 
   “Ash! What a lovely coincidence seeing you here!” said Gio, clutching Ash by his shoulders.
 
   “You’re standing in front of my door. That’s not very coincidental at all, Gio,” Ash replied.
 
   “Yes, well, actually I did have a matter to discuss with you,” Gio said. “I was hoping you could put in the good word with Lady Shiva for me.”
 
   “What’s he talking about?” Aura said, still half-asleep but perfectly groomed.
 
   “What are you talking about, Gio?” Ash asked.
 
   “I would like to design her wedding dress, of course!” Gio said.
 
   “Whoa, keep it down!” Ash said. “How did you find out about the wedding?”
 
   Gio laughed. “You can’t be serious! You’re her friends and you don’t even know yet? Well, I hate for you to find out this way, but I guess you should see the morning paper…” Gio reached into his back pocket and pulled out a rolled up newspaper. He unrolled the paper and handed it to the boy.
 
   The headline read: SHIVA SATAN TO WED PHOENIX DAWNFALL
 
    
 
   



  
 


Chapter Twenty-One: Everything Changes
 
    
 
   The boys were shocked to discover the entire Kingdom would now be aware of the upcoming Royal wedding. Ash feared the worst for his friend, knowing she would likely hate all the attention she’d soon be getting.
 
   “Whoa! So soon?” said Ash, glossing over the article.
 
   “Damn it! How did those noble bastards find out about the wedding so fast? I was going to sell them the information later!”
 
   “Aura!” Ash said, shocked about his friend’s scheme.
 
   “What?” Aura defended himself. “Everyone’s going to find out sooner or later. Why not make a little money off those stupid nobles from it?”
 
   “Because she’s our friend and we don’t want to ruin her life!”
 
   “Well it doesn’t matter now cause someone beat me to it.”
 
   “So, will you tell Lady Shiva for me, or will I have to seek her out myself?” Gio asked, crossing his arms and tapping his foot.
 
   “I tell you what,” said Ash. “I’ll ask her about the dress if you do something for me in return.”
 
   “Let’s make a deal then.”
 
   “I’d like you to do something to my coat,” Ash said, taking his peacoat off. “Unfortunately, I won’t always have the time to take it off before every battle. Maybe you could do something to make it a little more ‘fight-ready’?”
 
   “I don’t condone wearing the coat into a fight, but I suppose you have a point. Fine, fine, hand it over.” Ash handed the coat over to Gio. “I’ll see what I can do. But I want an answer about the dress by tomorrow!” Gio took off with Ash’s coat in hand, eager to start sketching out his new wedding dress design.
 
   “What a fruit loop,” Ash remarked.
 
   “What’s a fruit loop?” Aura asked as they headed off to the castle.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Ash and Aura weren’t prepared to battle the crowds at the castle. With the news of the Royal wedding breaking, people were already lining up waiting to get into the courtyard for a chance at getting a glimpse of the Royal couple. The boys had to push their way through the unmoving masses just to make it to the front gate. 
 
   As always when the boys reached the castle entrance the Royal Guards on duty traded smirks and stepped aside for the boys to open the gates themselves. This time Ash and Aura had a plan. Without even looking at the guards, they stepped up to the gate doors and pushed with all their might. The giant metal doors flung open with ease to the surprise of the guards. The boys walked through with smug looks on their faces.
 
   “Thanks dudes,” said Ash.
 
   “For all the extra training!” Aura added.
 
   The Royal Guard jerks stood in shock of the realization that they were indirectly helping their competition grow stronger. Ash and Aura continued on through the mega-busy courtyard, no doubt bustling with news of the Royal wedding. When they finally waded through the crowds of gathering visitors and climbed the stairs up to the main castle gateway, a familiar face was waiting for Ash.
 
   “Archen?” Ash said. Standing guard at the castle door was the former Commander. Ash had spent some time with in West Hell during the dire fly invasion, and remembered his aging face well.
 
   “Ah, if it isn’t Ash Kaplan,” Archen said. “Are you going in to the castle?”
 
   “Yes,” Ash said. “I don’t ever see you posted here.”
 
   “Ah, the usual guards were all occupied, so I got assigned to this post today,” Archen said. “And death toucher Aura Draxler, it’s nice to officially meet you. I’m sorry I didn’t get much of a chance to talk to you yet. I’m the former Commander of the Royal Guard, Archen Loil.”
 
   “You’re the Commander Archen?” Aura asked, stunned by his former fame.
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Me and Archen were in charge of evacuating everyone in West Hell. While we were working, we got to talking a little and he told me he was in the crowd that day when I kicked Apsat’s butt.”
 
   “Whoa,” Aura said with stars in his eyes. “You knew Commander Aster too, didn’t you?”
 
   “I was his best friend till the day he died,” Archen said proudly.
 
   “I’d love to hear more stories about Aster. We should hang out more.”
 
   Ash decided to pull Aura out of there before he asked for an autograph or something equally embarrassing. The two boys bid their new friend goodbye, and Archen proudly opened the doors for them to enter the castle. As the doors shut behind them, they heard Archen shout one last thing.
 
   “Oh, and tell Lady Shiva congratulations from me, will ya?”
 
   The two followed their usual path through the castle cafeteria, jamming their pockets with food for the day and gulping down anything they could carry in their hands as they went down the buffet. When they’d had their fill, the boys went to the private courtyard. When they arrived at the yard, Phoenix and Shiva were already there along with Leona, Wilhelm, and Goddard.
 
   “What’s new?” Aura couldn’t help himself from asking the obvious question.
 
   “Phoenix, would you care to explain it to them?” Goddard asked the man.
 
   “If you haven’t already seen the morning news paper, last night I received King Satan’s blessings to marry Shiva,” said Phoenix without a trace of anything resembling happiness. Shiva’s face turned redder than her armor.
 
   “What?”
 
   “No way.”
 
   “I know,” said Goddard. “It’s a pain in my rear too. Now I have to throw together a Royal wedding on top of all my other duties! You people will be the death of me.”
 
   “I plan on making it all up to you. Mr. von Gosick, I’d like to join your team. Together, my wife and I will make it our personal mission to track down and eliminate anyone who opposes the Royal Satan family,” said Phoenix. “With me on your team, we will find the rebels.” 
 
   “I should count myself lucky to employ such a talented scholar. You’re hired,” said Goddard, grinning like he’d come out the winner. “Great, now I’ll be buried in security arrangements with Stryd until the day of the wedding,” Goddard said. He let out a long sigh. “It’s no good! Call it off! I’m against this wedding!”
 
   “You can’t object just because you don’t wanna do your job!” said Shiva, firing back.
 
   “If it would please Mr. von Gosick,” Phoenix said, cutting in, “I would personally help in overseeing the security details of the wedding. It’s the least I could do to ease your hassle. No one deserves that stress more than me.”
 
   “You’re a kind man, Mr. Dawnfall,” Goddard said with a grin. “Okay, I’m back on board. I approve of your wedding.”
 
   “Like we needed your permission!” said Shiva.
 
   “I would like to say something as well,” said Wilhelm. He’d been oddly quiet and distant this whole time. Ash expected the man to be smiling from ear to ear at the news of his granddaughter’s engagement, but the man looked haunted.  “I am so proud of my granddaughter. I don’t think she could have picked a better man to marry than Phoenix. I believe the merging of the Satan and Dawnfall families will bring great success to Hell for generations to come. Shiva, Phoenix - I wish you the best.”
 
   He’s laying it on awfully thick for someone who looks so gloomy, Ash thought. Come to think of it, ever since I saw him arguing with Phoenix before our trip to the Hellwood, Wilhelm has seemed kinda down. He was always smiling and cheerful. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him go this long without twirling his mustache.
 
   “Alright, enough gramps!” Shiva said, turning beet red. “Jeez!”
 
   Aura’s eyes were not on Shiva, but as usual the boy was focused on the lady servant Leona. He couldn’t see most of her face, hidden by her baggy hood, but he did notice one strange thing about her. She tried hiding it behind her back, but Aura could see. She was clenching her right hand into a fist so tightly that it was shaking.
 
   Is that jealousy? thought Aura.
 
   “That’s all the news we have to report,” said Phoenix. “Shiva and I will be very busy working with Goddard and the castle servants to prepare for the wedding, so don’t expect us to make every training session until after the wedding.”
 
   “Sweet,” Aura said to Ash with a nudge. “That means some days we can skip.”
 
   “I’ve asked Lord Wilhelm to step in for me and watch over your training until the wedding is over,” Phoenix said. Aura’s head and shoulders sagged with disappointment.
 
   “Glad to help out in any way I can,” Wilhelm said with a forced smile.
 
   “Great,” Aura whispered to Ash. “We’re getting stuck with the gloomy old guy!”
 
   Ash gave Aura a gentle shove to silence him, companied with a glare that screamed “Dude!”
 
   “I’ll leave them in your care then, Lord Wilhelm. As you know, Shiva and I have to make an appearance at the castle entrance to answer questions,” Phoenix said.
 
   Shiva groaned. “Do we have to?”
 
   “Yes,” said Phoenix. “There are many things that we do not like to do, but we must do them anyway. This is one of those things.”
 
   “Oh, Phoenix,” Wilhelm said. “What training exercise should we do today?” 
 
   “Why don’t you hit them repeatedly until they can use their soul power again?” said Phoenix. He turned away, grabbing Shiva by the wrist. The couple left the yard with the servant girl Leona trailing closely behind.
 
   “Sounds like a marvelous time, but I have to be off as well,” Goddard said. “From now on, if you two aren’t in here training with Wilhelm you’re going to be out there tracking down those rebels! Have you seen any of the rebel graffiti that’s popping up all over the Kingdom yet? I want them all caught before the wedding!”
 
   The boys nodded and Goddard took his leave. They had serious doubts about the feasibility of his demands, but didn’t bother to vocalize them.
 
   With everyone gone, the remaining men got down to business. Wilhelm did his best to put away his sad face for a while and address the boys. “Well boys, how about for our first lesson we play a little game?” he said.
 
   “We like games,” Ash replied.
 
   Wilhelm disappeared for a few minutes to retrieve some supplies. When he returned, the old man stood shirtless and blindfolded in the center of the courtyard. Ash and Aura were equipped with wooden training swords, but so was Wilhelm.
 
   “You sure about this, Wil?” Ash asked.
 
   “Of course I am. Nothing clears the mind like a little blind swordplay. Now come at me!” he said.
 
   “Surely he doesn’t really want us to attack him at the same time, right?” Ash asked. “I wouldn’t exactly say he’s at the top of his game currently.”
 
   “I don’t know man, that guy is freaky strong,” Aura said. “Maybe he really can handle himself against both of us.”
 
   “Are you boys discussing wedding dresses over there?” Wilhelm asked. “Or were you planning on manning up and showing me what you’ve got?” 
 
   “Screw it,” Aura said. “He asked for it.”
 
   The death toucher leapt forward, wooden-blade drawn. He attacked the old man from behind, and made no sound as he thrust forward. He thought he was absolutely quiet, but apparently not to Wilhelm. The old Satan spun out of the way and jump-kicked Aura to the ground. The death toucher boy collapsed in an embarrassed heap.
 
   “I have confirmed,” Aura said, “that he does have some skill.”
 
   “You may have gotten a little stronger from your trip to the Hellwood, but I’ve made the same trip several times in my life,” Wilhelm gloated. “How about you, Ash? Let’s see what you’ve got now!”
 
   He seems better now, the boy thought. “Okay, here I go,” Ash said. The boy charged forward with a different approach than his friend. Instead of attacking Wilhelm’s back, Ash circled the man cautiously first. The boy raised his blade slowly, letting out a tiny groan as he moved forward. 
 
   Wilhelm knew at once where the boy was and raised his wooden blade in defense. Ash’s sword met with his and the two were held at a standstill. “Such an obvious direct attack,” Wilhelm said. “Not your most impressive, I’m afraid.”
 
   “The only reason my attack isn’t impressive is because I’m holding the sword with one hand,” Ash said. “If you weren’t blindfolded, you would see that.”
 
   “One-handed, you say? So what? Why does that matter?”
 
   “Because my other hand’s holding a nasty surprise,” said Ash, blasting a small fireball into the old mentor’s side. It was too close of range for him to dodge, and the old man was knocked back.
 
   “You have improved!” Wilhelm said. “I guess I no longer have to go easy on you!”
 
   For the rest of the afternoon Wilhelm used his soul power to dodge the boys again and again. They made it to lunchtime and still hadn’t managed to land a single blow on the old man. Disappointed, the boys went to the castle cafeteria for some much needed nourishment. After eating their weight in meat, Ash and Aura followed their ears to the castle entrance. The front doors were left wide open for a change, and the boys stood in the lobby watching the chaotic scene outside.
 
   On the castle steps, before a packed courtyard, Goddard mediated a formal appearance of the Royal couple. Prince Darko stood next to the couple, his arms crossed in boredom. The King stood a few steps above them all to look taller. With King Al’s smug face looming over them, Shiva and Phoenix stood taking questions from the gathered mob of Royal wedding enthusiasts. The castle courtyard nearly filled to capacity, as more and more curious citizens wandered in. Of the many hands raised in the crowd, Phoenix called on one man near the front to speak up.
 
   “We hear you’re a very promising scholar, Mr. Dawnfall,” the man said. Phoenix nodded politely and flashed a modest smile. “Is it true you’re also a close friend of Prince Darko?” All eyes in the crowd focused in on the bored Prince.
 
   “Darko and I go way back,” replied Phoenix. “I consider him a dear friend. He gave me his personal blessings for marrying his sister.”
 
   The crowd roared with delight and applause. Darko stuck his fingertip inside his ear to clean it out. Phoenix pointed to the next person for their question.
 
   “This question is for the Royal Advisor,” the gray-haired noble Glebeck said. “Is it true there’s been a spike in rebel activity recently?”
 
   King Al became flustered. Darko smirked, no longer bored. Shiva looked at the ground, angry with herself for failing to capture the rebels she’d already encountered.
 
   “That’s preposterous!” Goddard replied. “The Royal Guard takes all matters of rebellion very seriously, and works tirelessly every day to stomp out any chance of an insurgent attack. Need I remind everyone the penalty for treason is death? Next question!”
 
   “Shiva! Pick me!” came a familiar voice from the crowd.
 
   “Yes, Gio?” Shiva asked with a sigh, pointing to the tailor.
 
   “Has Ash asked you about your dress yet?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Can I make your dress then?”
 
   “Knock yourself out.”
 
   “Woohoo!”
 
   “So when’s the big day?” someone else shouted.
 
   “Somebody already asked that!” Shiva snapped. “Pay attention!”
 
   “We haven’t set a date yet,” said Phoenix.
 
   “Please let it be soon,” Shiva whispered under her breath. She didn’t actually mean it, but Phoenix heard the comment and decided to make a snap decision.
 
   “I’ve just made up my mind on the matter. We will be wed by the end of the month,” he announced. The crowd exploded into a frenzy, with more people shouting out their questions. Goddard groaned, not pleased with this new information as it meant he’d have to work overtime throwing together the security and a boatload of other details.
 
   “That’s one short engagement,” said Aura.
 
   “I’ll say,” Ash replied. “I wonder what the rush is.” Ash turned to leave, but hesitated. Wilhelm was watching the scene from one of the castle windows. It looked like he’d reverted back to gloomy Wil. When he noticed Ash staring at him, the man put on another smile and waved for Ash to return to the private yard.
 
   The boys left the mad crowd scene, returning to the private yard where they’d spend the rest of their day swatting at Wilhelm to no avail. Shiva showed up later, but by that time the boys were pooped and ready to call it a day.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Over the next week Ash noticed a change in the Kingdom of Hell. The buzz about the Royal wedding grew every day. Extravagant banners hung on nearly every building in North Hell with messages of congratulations for the Royal couple. Crimson and dark blue became the most popular colors, for crimson was the apparently the official color of the Royal family and dark blue the color of the Dawnfalls. 
 
   Though the boys saw less and less of Shiva, her likeness was now everywhere. Street vendors and merchants seemed to carry only Royal wedding-related items. While weapons vendors boasted their ‘spears were the preferred weapon of Lady Shiva’ or ‘Master Dawnfall trusts only our blades’ others took the Royal wedding buzz much further.
 
   Shiva’s face was plastered all over the merchant’s carts and on every kind of souvenir you could find. Plates, clothing, jewelry, signs, key chains, even dolls! Some of the artwork was rather tasteful and looked exactly like her; others tried but failed to capture the real Shiva, taking many different artistic liberties. Armor merchants designed cheap knock-offs of her armor, which came in several different sizes. 
 
   When Aura saw a set of her armor with a ‘large’ sized breastplate, the boy cursed. “Damn it! Why can’t Shiva wear this one!” he said.
 
   Another form of decoration went up around the Kingdom, except this kind was not wanted. It started out with words or phrases painted across vacant buildings. Words like ‘REBEL’ and ‘RISE UP’ and ‘DOWN WITH SATANS’ and so on. The fad spread quickly across the Kingdom. Within days the graffiti could be found in each of the four sections of the Kingdom. Ash and Aura weren’t thrilled to arrive for training one morning only to be tasked with removing the rebel artwork from around the Kingdom.
 
   Shiva didn’t join the boys for morning sparring anymore. She tried to schedule all her wedding planning for the morning to mid afternoon, but it always ended up going later than expected. She only showed up for the last half hour of training every day, and Phoenix didn’t appear anymore at all. On one occasion, Shiva put in a request to Goddard to spend the day on a rebel hunt with the team.
 
   She surprised everyone by showing up in the morning and bailing the boys out of training with Wilhelm, who was beginning to look more and more tired as the days went on. When the team attempted to leave the castle for their search, they hit an expected snag. Walking the streets proved to be a difficult task with all her newfound popularity, as citizens crowded around the girl in mobs trying to get her to sign things or shake her hand. She did the best she could to ignore them, but it eventually became so bad that even flying away from people wouldn’t work, as they’d chase after her. When people started waiting for her to make an appearance outside the castle every day, Shiva decided not to leave home for a while. At least until after the wedding.
 
   After a few days, the first rebel tagger was caught. A man was brought in, busted painting another rebel message on a merchant window. He’d gotten as far as “WE WILL RIS” when they caught him. When interrogated, the man claimed to know nothing about the rebels and was only doing it for attention. He was sentenced to life in prison with no possibility for release.
 
   



  
 


Chapter Twenty-Two: Family Matters in Hell
 
    
 
   Sparring daily with the boys began to take its toll on Wilhelm’s body. The old Satan may have been skilled at using soul power, but his body was simply too old to keep up with two boys in their prime. Wilhelm started taking longer and longer breaks between bouts. He’d order the boys to go on sparring without him during that time. Ash and Aura complied, but gave it significantly less energy and a great deal more friendly chatter.
 
   Occasionally during these breaks, Wilhelm would ask them to meditate with him. Once they were fortunate enough to have the geezer fall asleep on them. They skipped out early and had a long evening that night. Daily training was becoming such a breeze that the boys forgot all about one tiny scheduling detail.
 
   “Knock knock,” Amos Draxler said as he pried his head in through the door to the private courtyard. “Are we still on for today?” 
 
   “Oh crap,” Aura whispered. “Is it a weapons day already?”
 
   “Do any of you even pay attention to the schedule?” Amos asked as he joined the group in the center of the courtyard. As always, he carried an enormous barrel on his back filled with many varieties of weapons. “Hello, son.”
 
   Aura nodded.
 
   “Please forgive me Amos,” Wilhelm said. “I was put in charge of the team so suddenly, the schedule never even entered my mind. But please, join us for today.”
 
   “Thank you, my Lord,” Amos said and bowed his head. “Will you stick around this time, for once?” he asked his son. 
 
   Aura hesitated. Ash was at his side with a comforting head nod. Shiva and Phoenix were MIA again. This would normally be another painful waste of a day chasing Wilhelm around the yard with wooden swords. 
 
   Aura nodded. “Yeah, okay.”
 
   “Great,” said Amos. The old man smiled and patted Aura on the shoulder. “Why don’t we start out with some basic sword sparring?” Amos dropped the barrel from his back and started picking through the weapons, searching for four blades. “We can pair up,” he said.
 
   “Wilhelm, I have to get you back for yesterday,” Aura said. He grabbed the two swords Amos dug out and marched towards the Great Satan.
 
   “Oh, I thought we could spar today,” said Amos.
 
   “Sure, we can,” Aura replied. “Maybe after lunch or something. Wilhelm really kicked our butts yesterday and I seriously want to get him back for it.”
 
   “Um, I don’t really care who I get my butt kicked by today,” Ash said.
 
   “Aura, why don’t you spar with your father?” Wilhelm asked. “He came all the way here today for this.”
 
   “Okay, fine, I’ll fight my dad! Jeez!”
 
   “No,” said Amos. “If you don’t think you can keep up with me yet, that’s fine. We can wait as long as you need to before you’re at my level again.”
 
   “Psh!” said Aura. “I could take you when I was a little kid and I can still take you!”
 
   “You weren’t half-bad as a child, but you can’t honestly tell me you’ve been keeping up with your practice! I haven’t gone a day of my life without holding a sword in my hand for no less than an hour. Don’t think you’ll be able to keep up with me for long.”
 
   “Ohh this is going to be good,” Ash said to Wilhelm. “Can we just watch them for a few minutes?”
 
   The father and son faced each other, their wooden blades drawn and ready to attack. They started by circling one another, their eyes locked. Amos held his sword with perfect form like the expert he was. Aura clutched his own blade with his left hand, leaving his gauntlet-hand free.
 
   “I know what your plan is,” said Amos. “You’re going to wait for me to attack, then grab my sword with your gauntlet. But it won’t work.”
 
   “You think I haven’t learned any new tricks?” asked Aura.
 
   “Let’s see!” Amos said, charging in. He swung his wooden blade at his son, and instead of catching the sword with an open palm the boy smacked at it with the back of his gloved-fist. Amos’s sword deflected, Aura swung his own blade aiming for his father’s neck. But Amos was ready for such an attack, and spun backwards with his blade. He avoided Aura’s sword and launched forward again.
 
   This time Amos tossed his sword high into the air as he charged towards the boy. He reached behind his back and pulled another weapon out of the back-barrel. Aura wasn’t prepared for the assault with a long wooden staff. He dodged as Amos shoved the tip of the staff at the boy’s face. Over and over, the man stabbed at the boy who could only dodge. Amos ended his combo with a big swing towards Aura’s legs.
 
   Aura jumped. So did Amos, catching his falling sword in mid-air. He came down slashing at his son, who managed a weak block but still ended up knocked to the ground. He jumped to his feet quick and drew his sword once more.
 
   “Cheap shot,” he said.
 
   “No, you’ve just gotten lazy and overconfident,” said Amos.
 
   “Burn,” Ash whispered to Wilhelm on the sideline. “That’s a burn.”
 
   “You don’t think it has anything to do with your giant barrel of weapons?” asked Aura, brimming with sarcasm.
 
   “I can beat you without the extra weapons,” Amos said. He dropped the barrel from his back and moved forward with a single sword. Without giving Aura any more time, the man rushed forward and started swinging. Aura traded blows, keeping up with his old man.
 
   “Is that why you never came looking for me?” Aura asked, swinging his sword more frantically and coming dangerously close to Amos’s body. “Too busy playing with your weapons?”
 
   “Actually I’ve been busy taking care of your sister, whom you blinded,” replied Amos.
 
   “So you do blame me!” Aura said, going on the attack once more. “I knew it!”
 
   “I’m just stating the facts,” said Amos. He was surprised to see Aura actually succeeding in pushing him back. “There’s nothing that your sister and I want more than for you to come home. I may have blamed you for the accident, but Nora never did.”
 
   “I ruined Nora’s life,” said Aura. “Even if she forgives me, I can’t forgive myself.” The boy slowed with his advances. Amos deflected his son’s attack and slashed forward, catching Aura off guard. The wooden blade smacked the boy upside his head. He stumbled back, clutching at his reddening face.
 
   “I’m going to do what I should have done years ago,” said Amos. “Beat the crap out of you and drag you home!”
 
   His words lit a fire in his son. Aura became enraged and snatched his weapon back up. The boy jumped to his feet, a new passion driving him. He charged at his father with a war cry and the two began trading blows anew.
 
   “We should probably leave them alone and start our own sparring,” said Wilhelm to Ash. The boy nodded, and they left the family to quarrel.
 
    
 
   By the end of the day, both Aura and Amos were drenched in sweat. The two lay in the grass of the private yard, totally exhausted and breathing heavily. Their weapons were so chipped and damaged from their battle that they would have to be thrown away. Amos craned his head and looked over at his son. He took a slip of paper out of his pocket and handed it over.
 
   “What’s this?” Aura asked.
 
   “It’s our new address. You’re welcome to come over anytime and see your sister.”
 
   Aura clutched the paper and read the address. He knew exactly where the house was. It wasn’t even that far from his and Ash’s flat. 
 
   “Thanks,” Aura said. “Maybe I’ll drop by unannounced sometime.”
 
   “You’d better.”
 
   “Uh, you ready to go home?” Ash asked. He and Wilhelm had finished sparring an hour ago, but the boy waited out of kindness for his friend.
 
   “Yeah,” said Aura. “Let’s get out of here.”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Ash pushed his way through the door of his flat, but Aura waited outside. Ash turned around and shot a confused look at his friend.
 
   “I’m going to go for a little walk,” Aura said. “Clear my head.”
 
   Ash smirked. “You’re going to see your sister, aren’t you?”
 
   “Am I that transparent?” Aura said with a sigh. “Yes. You wanna come along?”
 
   “Nah man, I’ll meet her next time. You should spend some time alone with her first.”
 
   “Right,” said Aura. He pulled the slip of paper with his family’s address written on it from his pocket. “I’ll be back later.”
 
   Leaving his friend behind, Aura continued on. He took his time meandering through the busy streets of North Hell, pausing to inspect the occasional silly trinket of merchandise for the upcoming Royal wedding. As badly as he wanted to see his sister, the boy was in no hurry. By the time Aura worked his way over to his family’s neighborhood the sun was starting to dim. 
 
   He’d never visited this particular block of the Kingdom before. Aura was deep in Noble territory where his relatives lived. He scanned the numbers on the sides of the huge manors, homes that put his tiny flat to shame. He was getting closer. Two more mansions down and he’d be there. He took a deep breath as he stepped in front of his family’s home.
 
   It was easily the smallest house on the block. Whereas all the other homes were two stories each and wide enough to fit several small families inside, the Draxler’s homestead was a simple one-story home. It looked to be the oldest building on the block as well, with crumbling bricks and stones lining the front wall. Aura moved around the house to the back to size up the rest of it.
 
   In the rear was a spacious backyard with a tall, wiry steel fence to keep out intruders. There was a big oak tree in the center of the yard. Its long, lush branches acted like a roof to the yard. Aura’s heart skipped a beat when he noticed someone sitting in the grass below the tree. Though he knew the girl could not see him, his first instinct was to hide from her. It had been years since he last saw her. He moved in closer slowly to get a better look.
 
   Nora Draxler sat in the shade of the oak tree holding a large sketchpad in her lap. Each stroke she made with her pencil was slow and delicate, every movement precise. Though Aura could not see what she was drawing, he could tell she was putting a great amount of effort into it.
 
   So she hasn’t given up on her art, thought Aura. A smile crossed his face. The boy stepped closer to the iron bars of the fence, trying to get a better look at his sister’s drawing. The girl stopped sketching and set down her pencil. She picked up a nearby eraser, and to Aura’s amazement she chucked it straight at him! The eraser smacked him in the center of his forehead, and Aura let out a squeal of surprise. 
 
   “Are you just going to sit there and stare at me all day?” Nora asked. “You’ve been standing there for five minutes now.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Aura said. “I mean you no disrespect.” So far his reunion was off to a shaky start. 
 
   “Who are you and what do you want?” Nora asked. “Come to gawk at the blind girl?”
 
   “No, not at all!” said Aura. The boy leaned down and picked up his sister’s eraser. “You hit me dead on with this. How’d you do that?”
 
   “You’re wearing something smelly,” she said. “Cologne?”
 
   “Hair gel.”
 
   “Ah. Well there was a breeze, and I just happen to be downwind. Plus I could hear you breathing through your nose.” 
 
   “That’s an impressive talent,” said Aura.
 
   “Thank you. Now tell me what your name is and why you’re spying on me.”
 
   “My name…” The boy froze. Though his sister lacked eyes, her glare still felt like daggers to him. “My name is… Frank.” The boy lost his courage at the last moment, and decided to do a little investigating under a false identity first. “I’m a writer for the paper. You ever read the paper?” As soon as the question slipped out of his mouth, Aura realized how stupid it was. He cringed, hoping she wouldn’t get upset.
 
   Nora laughed. “You do know I’m blind, right?”
 
   “Y-yes,” Aura replied. “I’m so sorry!”
 
   “It’s okay. Unfortunately, I don’t do a lot of reading myself these days. But I have servants who read the paper for me whenever I ask them to.”
 
   “That’s nice.” It sounds like she’s pretty well taken care of, Aura thought.
 
   “I wouldn’t mind continuing this conversation, if you’d like to come in and entertain me for a while,” Nora offered. “I can go get a servant or my dad to let you in.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it!” Aura said. He brought out his wings and with a quick powerful flap the boy leaped over the fence with no problems. He landed just feet away from Nora and quickly tucked his wings back inside his body. “See? No problems. I’m in.” Again, the boy cringed at his use of the word ‘see’.
 
   “May I touch your face, Frank?”
 
   “Um, I suppose… what for?”
 
   “It’s how I see people,” said Nora as she climbed to her feet. Aura took her hand and helped the girl up. “This might make you uncomfortable, and if it does just tell me to stop.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Nora put both her hands on Aura’s face. She felt around his cheeks, his chin, up to his nose, and then the boy’s eyebrows. She groped all over his face and even ran her hands through his long hair. Just this once, Aura didn’t raise an objection to someone messing up his hair. He just hoped she wouldn’t recognize him somehow.
 
   “You’re quite handsome, Frank,” said Nora. “Maybe even my type.”
 
   “Uhhhh…” Aura started to sweat. Having his sister attracted to him was worse than her discovering his true identity!
 
   Again, Nora laughed unexpectedly. “I’m only kidding. I haven’t seen a man’s face in so long, I’ve forgotten what my type even looks like.” When Aura remained quiet for too long, Nora continued. “I’m sorry, I haven’t told you my name yet. It’s Nora.”
 
   The girl stuck out her hand to shake his. Her right hand. Aura took it with his right hand. The girl flinched as she felt the cold metal grip. Quickly, she snatched Aura’s left hand in hers.
 
   “Only wearing one gauntlet today, Frank?” Nora asked.
 
   “Oh, uh…” Aura stammered. “I took off my left glove because I’m left-handed. It’s easier to write down all your answers without a metal glove on my writing hand.”
 
   “I see,” said Nora. “So what does a reporter from the paper want from me?”
 
   “I heard all about your unfortunate accident a few years ago. I thought writing about your life might help others who suffer from blindness. Would you mind if I asked you some questions?”
 
   It was a shot in the dark, but Aura thought it was his best shot at getting to talk to her about everything. Nora thought on it for only a moment then nodded her head.
 
   “If I can be of some use, then why not? I’m not doing much good to anyone these days, anyway.”
 
   Aura smiled. “I can see you like drawing,” said ‘Frank’, as the boy stared down at Nora’s sketchpad. The drawing she’d been working on was a mess. Aura inspected it as he bent down to pick up the pad. 
 
   “I used to be good at it,” Nora said. “Back when I could see what the heck I was doing…”
 
   On the paper, Nora’s picture resembled something out of an abstract nightmare. Body parts floated on the page, disconnected but eerily just close together enough to resemble a man. This nightmare man has different proportions for each appendage. The smile on his face looks more like a demon’s. Aura could tell his sister’s old habits would never die.
 
   “You’re still good at it,” he lied. 
 
   “Oh come on,” said Nora. “It must look like crap.”
 
   “No, it’s very good,” Aura insisted.
 
   “Can you even tell what it is?”
 
   “It’s a man. A very handsome man.”
 
   Aura took the sketchpad and flipped through a few pages. On every page was another version of the terrifying nightmare man. No two pictures looked the same and the further back in the book he went, the more horrifying the images were. 
 
   “These are all quite good…”
 
   Nora slapped her hand on Aura’s chest. The boy panicked and dropped the sketchbook. He waited as Nora held her hand steady on his chest. After a moment, she spoke.
 
   “Your heartbeat increased. That means you’re lying.”
 
   “My heartbeat increased because you slapped me.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   Aura felt he had to change the subject quick. He cleared his throat.
 
   “So, can you tell me how your life has changed since you lost your eyesight?”
 
   “Where to begin?” Nora said with a sigh. “For starters, I don’t get out much anymore. I’m not allowed to leave the house without an escort, anyway. One time I was out walking around when I heard the demon invasion siren going off. I was only a few blocks away from home, but my dad freaked out. Now he won’t let me out of the house, except for this fenced in backyard. But if the siren goes off, I have to get inside immediately.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that,” Aura said. I did this to her. I’m the reason she can’t go outside anymore. I wish I could help her out somehow. 
 
   “It’s not so bad,” said Nora. “There isn’t much for me to see out there anyway.” The girl smiled bravely at her own joke at her expense. “The worst part is never having anyone to talk to.”
 
   “What about your classmates? Surely you have some friends from back in your school days?”
 
   “I stopped going to school shortly after the incident. I didn’t have many friends before that, and being yanked out of school only killed my social life even more. No one ever comes to see me. I had a home tutor for a while, but she was a cranky old fart. I never liked her much. Strange thing was, once she finally stopped coming to teach me, I started to miss her.”
 
   “Bad company is better than no company, huh?”
 
   “Did you know they don’t let you create flames anymore if you lose your eyesight? The Royal Guard sent us an official declaration. Under no circumstances am I allowed to make fire. Being blind, I might accidentally shoot someone.”
 
   “No, I didn’t know that. How’s your family treating you?” asked Aura.
 
   “Fine, I guess. My dad’s way overprotective, but I guess I understand why. I’ve got a few uncles and aunts as well, but they don’t talk to me much. They all think I’m a burden and a waste of their money.”
 
   “If that’s the case, I’ll punch them all in their stupid faces for you!” said Aura, getting fired up. 
 
   Nora chuckled, her frown turning into a smile. “You remind me of someone, Frank. Someone very dear to me.”
 
   “A boyfriend?”
 
   “More dear than that, even. I’m talking about my brother, Aura.”
 
   “Oh,” Aura said with a gulp. “Where is he?”
 
   “He disappeared shortly after the accident. I’ve heard from my father he’s been drafted to a new team that assists the Royal Family. I’m really proud of him.”
 
   “Disappeared? Now why would he do that?”
 
   “He still blames himself for blinding me. I can’t blame him though. He was only trying to protect me. We would have both died if he hadn’t done what he did. He saved us both that night. I only blinded myself. Hey, if you write this article, do you think my brother will see it and finally realize he’s been stupid for so long and should just come talk to me?”
 
   “Oh, I’m sure one way or another he’ll get the message,” said Aura. “I think you’ve got one heck of a story there. Thanks for your time, but I really should be going now.”
 
   Aura turned to leave and brought out his wings again.
 
   “Oh, Frank…” Nora said. Aura paused. “Weren’t you supposed to be writing down what I was saying? I didn’t hear any writing from you at all.”
 
   “Sometimes the spoken word can leave enough of an impression on you that the written words don’t even compare. What you’ve told me has been written down on my soul.”
 
   “Whatever, you weirdo.”
 
   “See you later, Nora.” Aura leapt the fence and took to the sky, leaving his sister behind. 
 
   Once he was gone, Amos entered the backyard and approached his daughter.
 
   “Do you know who that was?” Amos asked.
 
   “Said his name was Frank the reporter,” Nora told her father. “Aura’s an idiot if he thinks I’m buying that, though.”
 
   “Did he happen to see what’s hanging on the wall in our living room?” 
 
   Nora shook her head.
 
   “That’s too bad. I think he would have got a kick out of it.”
 
   Amos looked in through the living room window at the painting hung on the wall. It was Nora’s last painting of Aura from so long ago, the night she lost her eyes.
 
    
 
   



  
 


Chapter Twenty-Three: You Don’t Know Anything About Me!
 
    
 
   With only a handful of days before the Royal wedding, the boys arrived at the private yard surprised to see Shiva waiting with Wilhelm. It had been days since they last saw the girl. The boys approached with confused expressions on their faces, and Shiva took the initiative to explain.
 
   “The past few days have been a disaster,” she said in a positive tone. “I frankly do not care what flowers we have, or what food we’ll serve, or who we invite. All I want is to get it over with and be done. So Phoenix being the mature, responsible man he is volunteered Leona to set everything up in my absence. So I guess she is good for something after all.”
 
   “I’m glad you’re back, sweetie,” said Wilhelm. “The boys won’t admit it, but I’m sure they’re glad you’re back too.” Aura and Ash smiled and shook their heads, but said nothing to deny it.
 
   “I could only take so much wedding talk,” said Shiva. “I needed to get outside, spar a little, fight some demons, track some rebels. You know; relax.”
 
   “I don’t think you know what the word relax means,” Aura said under his breath.
 
   “I can’t wait any longer, let’s get started! Who wants to fight me first?” Shiva said, excited to finally quench her thirst for action.
 
   “I’ll pass,” Aura said. “Ash, why don’t you take the first dance?” The boy backed away to the darkest corner of the courtyard, where he could practice a little flame manipulation by himself.
 
   One of Aura’s favorite techniques was creating multiple fireballs and trying to control them all. His record was ten flames at once, but he was confident that he could get as many as a hundred with more practice. Wilhelm had told him that the technique would likely not be helpful in a real fight, since it required too much concentration to be used effectively. To demonstrate his point, while Aura was going for a new record of juggling eleven fireballs, the teacher shouted “Leona! Put your robes back on at once!” Aura’s ten fireballs simultaneously exploded after that.
 
   Shiva and Ash sparred hand to hand. In the short time that Shiva had missed practice, Ash had become much better at fighting. The boy was subconsciously learning to rely on his other senses in a fight, and some of his moves were even better than Shiva’s. The girl was pleasantly surprised to find that Ash had surpassed her in some aspects of their training. It drove her to work harder, to push herself to her limits. She hadn’t had this much fun since… she didn’t know when.
 
   When they’d pushed each other as far as they could go for the day, Shiva and Ash dropped to the grass on their backs, huffing and sweating and laughing. Ash climbed to his feet first.
 
   “I have to say, I have a much better time fighting you over your grandpa,” he said. “I feel like we’re more evenly matched now. Wouldn’t you say?”
 
   “Hah,” said Shiva. “You still don’t know half the moves I know though!”
 
   Ash, feeling generous, extended his hand to the girl on the ground. Shiva didn’t get the gesture at first, but then it dawned on her. She grabbed the boy’s hand, and he pulled her up to her feet. It took six blissful seconds altogether. In those six seconds, Phoenix also entered the courtyard in plain sight of the two.
 
   Ash noticed the man staring at them and released Shiva’s hand immediately. The boy diverted his gaze and walked over to where Aura was sitting. Phoenix approached Shiva, whose face was red and sweaty from all the activities of the day.
 
   “That wasn’t what it looked like,” she tried to explain to her fiancé. “I mean, why would I…? With him…?”
 
   “Save your words, I trust you,” said Phoenix. “By marrying each other, we’re putting our trust in one another. I trust you with my life. Do you trust me with yours?”
 
   “O-of course!” Shiva whispered. “You’re about the only person I can trust. Just you and grandpa. You’re all I got. You made that perfectly clear on that day…”
 
   “That’s right,” said Phoenix. “Never forget that day. No matter how bad it gets, remember your grandfather and I are here for you.”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   When the day was over the group disbanded. Ash yawned and bid his teachers goodbye. He and Aura had almost left the castle courtyard when Ash realized he’d left his jacket behind. He had abandoned it when Phoenix came in. Ash slapped his forehead and sent Aura on without him. He hustled back up the castle stairs, backtracking all the way to the private courtyard.
 
   He entered expecting the yard to be empty. Shiva was still there though, doing sit-ups in the middle of the yard. She looked particularly tough, her forehead covered in sweat from the day’s training combined with sit-ups in a set of armor.
 
   “Don’t you ever quit?” Ash asked.
 
   Shiva paused mid-sit up. “No,” she said. She continued to workout.
 
   “Okay…” Ash said, walking over to get his coat. He picked it up off the grass and brushed away some dirt. On his walk back to the entrance, he saw Shiva switch to doing push-ups. She sweat and strained so hard Ash thought she was going to pass out.
 
   “Do you really have to wear that armor when you workout?” Ash asked her, knowing he’d probably get yelled at for such a comment.
 
   “Yes,” Shiva said. “Why shouldn’t I?”
 
   “It just looks heavy and restricting.”
 
   “It’s not.” Shiva climbed to her knees. “It’s lightweight armor, so it’s actually very thin and flexible. I like it because it gives me the perfect balance between defense and speed.”
 
   “I didn’t know you paid so much attention to stats,” Ash said, offering Shiva his hand again. She accepted right away, and he pulled her to her feet. They quickly released hands. “You’d probably be good at video games,” the boy said awkwardly.
 
   “I do not enjoy playing games.”
 
   “Right, well it’s kind of hard to get a video game hookup in Hell anyway.”
 
   “I’m going to return to my extra training now,” Shiva told him. “You are welcome to stay and join me if you want.”
 
   Ash thought it over. It really did not sound like fun doing extra training. But he hadn’t seen much of Shiva lately, and found himself actually wanting to spend more time with her. To his surprise, he found himself agreeing to join her.
 
   “I guess I can stick around a bit longer,” Ash said. He set his coat down again and they started sparring. They remained quiet for the first couple of minutes, both of them slow and lacking in concentration. Finally as Ash missed another block, Shiva grabbed his body and twisted him sideways.
 
   “No, turn this way when you dodge,” she scolded him. 
 
   “Oh, sorry,” Ash mumbled, turning red at Shiva’s touch. The girl realized how silly she felt holding onto Ash’s sides and let go, stepping away awkwardly. Ash broke the silence.
 
   “Yikes,” Ash said. “I’d hate for your fiancé to walk in on us again.” Ash quickly realized that what he said was stupid, and braced himself for her rebuttal.
 
   Shiva smiled. “That’s stupid,” she told him. “Phoenix and I trust each other.”
 
   “Is that so?” Ash said, resuming their sparring but at a drastically slower pace. “He does seem like an understanding guy, I suppose.”
 
   “He’s the man I admire most, right after my family,” said Shiva, throwing a weak slow punch. Ash caught her fist and held it.
 
   “And I suppose your family likes him?”
 
   “Of course,” Shiva said, breaking away from Ash’s grasp. “They approved, and that’s all that matters.”
 
   “What do you mean that’s all that matters?” Ash asked. “Shouldn’t the only thing that matters be that you love him?”
 
    Shiva froze. “That’s not really your business…”
 
   “I guess not,” Ash replied. “But… I just hope you’re marrying him because you want to, not because your family wants you to.”
 
   “Why do you even care?” Shiva dropped their slow-mo spar and turned away from the boy, hiding her face.
 
   “Because I want you to be happy. Is that such a foreign concept to you?” Ash asked. 
 
   “As long as my father and brother are happy, I will be happy.”
 
   “That’s a crappy life philosophy.”
 
   “It’s worked out well for me so far. At least I get to marry the one guy I like, instead of whoever my dad picks.”
 
   “Why can’t there be a third option?” Ash asked. “You could just not marry until you find someone you actually want to marry.”
 
   “You think you know how to live my life better than I do?” said Shiva, her voice tense and aggressive. “You don’t know anything about me!” The girl turned to storm out of the courtyard, tears welling in her eyes.
 
   “I might not know a lot…” Ash said. “But I do know you deserve to be happy! So tell me Shiva…”
 
   The girl stopped.
 
   “Are you really happy?”
 
   Shiva turned to face him, tears streaming down her cheeks. The girl had dark circles under her eyes from all the added stress. Without a comprehendible word, the girl left the yard. Ash could say nothing. He watched, disappointed, as she walked out of the private courtyard.
 
   Ash stood silently for a few minutes, staring at the moon and wishing their talk had gone smoother. He still had a lot of questions. He wanted to know more about Shiva. Why did she insist so strongly on pleasing her rotten father and brother? What about her life was so difficult that he wasn’t getting? 
 
   As Ash moved to pick up his coat, he heard footsteps and became aware of the presence of someone else in the courtyard with him. The boy spun and saw Wilhelm Satan near the entrance. Ash was in such a daze the old man had snuck in unnoticed.
 
   “Lovely night tonight,” Wilhelm said.
 
   “Wilhelm…” Ash turned to him. “I have a favor to ask of you…”
 
   “What is it, boy?” Wilhelm said stepping forward.
 
   “I want to know about Shiva.”
 
   “What about Shiva?” Wilhelm asked, chuckling at the notion.
 
   “Well, is there a reason she’s… the way she is?”
 
   “My boy…” Wilhelm said with a grave look of sadness coming over him. “You may find it hard to believe but Shiva has not had the easiest life, despite being in the Royal Family. She grew up without ever knowing a mother’s love, and Darko was not exactly a proper role model.”
 
   “That’s what I don’t get,” said Ash. “If we can see it, why can’t she?”
 
   “There was… an incident, long ago when Shiva was younger. I could tell you, if you have the time.”
 
   “Of course I do,” Ash said. “But first, Aura should join us.”
 
   “Didn’t the boy take off? Who knows where he is now?”
 
   “I do,” Ash said. “Hey Aura! Come on out!” 
 
   High above the courtyard, in a Royal Guard watchtower Aura crouched in hiding. He had been there the whole time watching Shiva and Ash quarrel, and was now intending on eavesdropping on Wilhelm’s story. Upon hearing Ash call for him, he turned red with embarrassment and stood up to reveal his location.
 
   “Oh, hello there!” The boy acted stupid. “Fancy seeing you guys here!”
 
   The death toucher joined the two on the ground. Wilhelm took note of how much better Ash was getting at sensing nearby people.
 
   This boy has come a long way, the old Satan thought. That worries me…
 
   With the sun shrinking and the Kingdom bathing in darkness, the two boys sat on the grass and stared ahead at the old man. Wilhelm turned his back on the boys, preferring to not see their faces when he revealed the worst point in Shiva’s life to them. 
 
   “When Shiva was a child, there was an incident,” Wilhelm started. “Shiva almost died.” 
 
   “We’ve all had brushes with death facing demons,” Aura said. “What makes her case so special?”
 
   “The one who almost killed her…” Wilhelm struggled to get the words out. “…was her own brother.”
 
   



  
 


Chapter Twenty-Four: Just A Girl
 
    
 
   Thirty Years Ago…
 
   At the age of seven, Shiva Satan wasn’t like most little girls in Hell. While other children were attending school or learning the trades of their families, Shiva was kept bottled up inside the Royal castle for most of her early life. She was given everything a child could ever want in life, except for freedom. 
 
   Leaving the castle meant having an entire team of Royal Guard escorts following her, watching her every move, never allowing anyone to get near her. Not even other children. It was a lonely existence, made lonelier by the fact that not even her brother Darko would play with her. 
 
   When dolls and toys could no longer hold her interest, Shiva discovered the entertainment of her brother’s favorite pastime: sparring. On a chance trip to the castle’s private courtyard one morning, the little Princess happened upon her brother and another boy in the middle of a heated fight.
 
   The boy Darko was fighting with was someone Shiva had seen around the castle before, a friend of Darko’s. The son of a wealthy Noble family, a young Phoenix Dawnfall was a face that Shiva had become used to seeing lately. It seemed like he was the only boy willing to go anywhere near Darko. Even with full knowledge of the tragic event that occurred only years ago, Phoenix never shied away from the Prince.
 
   Shiva sat in the grass with eyes glazed over in wonder as she watched the two boys trade blows. They seemed evenly matched, until Phoenix started to pull ahead a little. It looked like Darko would be defeated, but the boy had one more trick up his sleeve. Before Phoenix could throw another punch the young Prince activated his soul power, vanishing in the blink of an eye. It was an amazing skill for a thirteen year old to possess.
 
   That looks like so much fun, Shiva thought. I wonder if I could ever be strong like my brother and Phoenix… 
 
   Darko caught Phoenix off guard and knocked him to the ground. The fight was over. “Same time tomorrow,” Darko said. The Prince exited the yard, walking right past his sister and ignoring her starry eyes of admiration. When he was gone, Shiva hurried over to Phoenix, still sitting on the grass.
 
   “I’ll beat him one of these days,” Phoenix said with a determined smile.
 
   Phoenix was always kind to Shiva. He was the only person she could speak casually with, the only one she ever wanted to talk to. His friendship, along with Darko’s unrivaled strength, inspired Shiva to become a capable fighter. She dreamed of doing her part in protecting the Kingdom, fighting alongside her brother and their mutual friend. She wanted to be just like them.
 
   From then on, Shiva went to the private courtyard every day to watch her brother and Phoenix spar. Besides the occasional visit from her grandfather, watching those matches became her favorite way to spend her time. When their sparring sessions ended, she’d replay the battles in her mind for the rest of the day, anxiously waiting for tomorrow’s match.
 
   This became a problem when she started her schooling lessons with the private tutor her father hired. Learning was fun, but not as fun as watching the boys fight. Unfortunately for the girl, her morning lessons interfered with her favorite hobby. She would often arrive late to her lessons, having stopped to watch the sparring match and losing track of time.
 
   Finally, the newly elected Royal Advisor Goddard von Gosick had no choice but to go to the private courtyard. He would retrieve the young Princess, and hopefully put a stop to her attendance issues once and for all.
 
   “I knew I’d find you here,” he said. With arms crossed in agitation, Goddard tapped his foot expectantly. “Your tutor has been waiting nearly half an hour for you to arrive. What do you have to say for yourself?”
 
   The girl could only shrug and stare down at the ground. “Can’t I do my lesson after I watch them?” she asked. “They’re just getting started!” Behind them, Darko and Phoenix clashed with wooden swords, undistracted by the appearance of the Royal Advisor.
 
   “Absolutely not!” Goddard said. “You’ve already kept the tutor waiting long enough. You should be studying right now. And look at your dress! It’s all dirty now. Your father is going to be very upset with you.”
 
   “But I am studying!” Shiva insisted. “I’m studying their moves so I can fight like them some day! I wanna be a fighter, not listen to some old guy talk!”
 
   Goddard laughed. “You? Fight? I’m afraid that’s never going to happen. It’s for the best, though. Take it from me; a good education is the greatest weapon. Knowledge is the best way to defeat an opponent.”
 
   “No! Punching them in the face super hard is the best way to defeat an opponent!” said Shiva. “If I started training now, I could fight like brother does some day!”
 
   “Pff,” Goddard scoffed. “Your father would never allow it.” 
 
   He gripped the girl by her wrist and dragged her out of the courtyard. She turned and struggled to catch the last developments in the sparring session as she was being pulled away. 
 
   “Prince Darko will be a powerful asset to the Kingdom someday,” Goddard said, tugging extra hard against the struggling girl.
 
   “So will I!” Shiva said.
 
   Goddard laughed. “Sure you will,” he said as he pulled her through the door and away from the private yard, still chuckling to himself. 
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Shiva sat impatiently tapping her foot against the hard wood floor. Her elderly instructor babbled on about fractions, variables, and something called a hypotenuse. Shiva had little use for this information, not seeing how it could help her in a fight. Her tutor slid the girl a paper with assorted math problems written on it for her to solve.
 
   “And this is supposed to help me…how?” Shiva asked.
 
   “You need a good education,” the old man said. “Don’t you want to be smart?”
 
   “No,” Shiva replied instinctively. “I think I’d rather just fight.”
 
   The old man grumbled something about it being a passing phase and that she should just be quiet and solve the problems on the paper.
 
   As Shiva zoned out, staring at the math equations like they were a foreign language, her teacher read to himself silently. This is how their lessons would usually go for hours. The girl was dying of boredom. That is, until the demon invasion siren started sounding. Immediately, the girl’s head perked up.
 
   Shiva diverted her eyes towards the window. Outside, she could see an assortment of Royal Guards take to the skies, their destination unknown to her. She watched to see what kinds of weapons they carried, or how many men were ordered to go fight. She imagined herself among them, scrambling to the front lines of a demon invasion.
 
   She smiled.
 
   “Focus,” said her tutor. Without looking up from his book, the old man knew Shiva would be staring out the window in a daze, like she did every time the sirens went off. The girl was about to look away when she saw her brother Darko flying into action. She practically jumped out of her seat to get a better view.
 
   “Sit,” the old tutor said. “Your work is right here, not out there.”
 
   This work is meaningless to me, Shiva thought. I should be out there, helping to defend the Kingdom. Just like brother is… He’s out there fighting demons and getting stronger. Meanwhile I’m stuck in here, wasting time. No one ever killed a demon with a hypotenuse… whatever that is.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   King Al Satan decided that Shiva’s frequent truancies and her interest in the boy’s fighting sessions was brought on by a lack of all things feminine in her life, including the noticeable absence of a motherly role model. The solution was simply to expose the Princess to some children her own age, in the hopes that a little interaction with other young girls would change her opinion on the matter.
 
   “Come in, come in, my dear friends!” said King Satan, ushering in a group of Nobles. Every so often, Al would host social functions for the upper-class citizens of Hell to visit the castle and gab about the various goings-on around the Kingdom. They gathered in the Royal living room, taking seats on the largest, comfiest chairs in all of Hell and lighting up smelly cigars. Servants poured mugs of wine and passed them around.
 
   The worst part was that Shiva was forced to attend these gatherings. The Nobles didn’t come alone: their daughters would accompany them, brought specifically to mingle with the Royal Lady in hopes of striking up a friendship with her. So far, there had been no takers. The adults sat in their comfy chairs, smoking cigars and shooting the breeze while the gaggle of little girls enveloped Shiva.
 
   “Why are you wearing that?” one little girl asked Shiva. They were all around eight years old, and this girl had long curly blonde locks of hair and a fancy pink dress on.
 
   Shiva looked down at her plain and simple denim dress full of old grass stains. She didn’t see anything wrong with it, especially compared to the girl’s silly frilly pink dress. She shrugged. “It’s comfy, I guess,” she said. “What’s wrong with it?”
 
   “That dress is ugly,” the girl said. “If I were a Princess, I would wear only the most beautiful dresses all the time!”
 
   All of the girls giggled at Shiva’s choice of clothing. They all wore much fancier dresses that their rich fathers must have bought for them. Shiva never saw the point in wearing dresses, though. She found them terribly inefficient for combat.
 
   “I guess I just don’t have an eye for style like you do,” said Shiva, trying to behave to please her father.
 
   “That’s obvious,” the little girl replied. The other girls giggled even more. While the girls excluded Shiva and showed off their dolls, the little lady marched over to her father.
 
   The King reeked of smoke and alcohol by now, and was having an obnoxiously loud laugh at something one of the other men said. Shiva tugged on his sleeve from behind the armrest of the giant chair. Al put down his drink and cigar and turned to his daughter.
 
   “Not now honey,” he said. “I’m speaking to my friends. Why don’t you go play with yours?”
 
   “I don’t want to,” said Shiva. “I kinda hate them all.”
 
   “Shiva, I don’t care. They came all this way to play with you today, so you’re going to play with them whether you like it or not!”
 
   With a gentle shove, the King sent his daughter off to interact with the other children. Shiva was disappointed at first, but then an idea dawned on her. She approached the girls once more, waiting for the appropriate time to cut into their conversation about who was going to marry the Prince some day. 
 
   “Wanna play a game?” Shiva asked, an innocent smile on her face.
 
   Moments later, King Al’s conversation was again interrupted. This time, it was by one of the girls screaming like she was in terrible pain. The Noble men and the King jumped out of their chairs and ran to the children, fearing the worst.
 
   Shiva sat on top of the curly-blonde girl, a golden lock clutched tight in her hand as she pushed the girl’s face into the Royal rug. King Al screamed at her to get off, and the children were swept into the loving arms of their fathers. All except for Shiva, who was gripped by her little ear and pulled out of the room.
 
   “Owwie!” Shiva cried. “But we were just sparring!”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The King and his daughter sought privacy in the Royal throne room. Shiva’s face was beet red and her bloodshot eyes leaked tears uncontrollably.
 
   “Stop crying!” Al shouted at her. “You did a very naughty thing! I will not tolerate this kind of behavior! You are a Royal Princess, and you will act like it!”
 
   “Darko gets to spar though!” Shiva said, trying to hold back her tears.
 
   “Darko is a boy,” Al replied. “He gets to do things like spar, and fight demons, and protect the Kingdom. He’s strong. You aren’t.”
 
   “I know! But I could get stronger! I know I could!” she said, stomping her feet to punctuate every other word. “All I need is a sparring partner!”
 
   “Shiva honey, you’re a girl. You’re my little princess, and I forbid you from fighting. What if you got hurt? What if you died? I’d feel terrible. You don’t want to make me feel terrible, do you?”
 
   “I dunno,” Shiva replied, wiping her runny nose with the back of her hand. “Darko started training at my age, so why can’t I?”
 
   “Shiva, that’s enough! I’ve told you already. You’re a Princess. You will have your own guards to fight for you and protect you for your entire life. All you have to do is be pretty and give me grandchildren someday. Is that so hard?”
 
   “It is for me,” said Shiva with a sniffle.
 
   “Trust me, my dear. I am doing you the greatest favor of your life by keeping you from fighting. You’ll thank me one day when you’re happily married, living a comfortable life of peace. You never have to lift a finger. You should be happy; no one else in the Kingdom has the kind of opportunities you have.”
 
    
 
   * * * * 
 
    
 
   It was King Satan’s constant denial of Shiva’s requests to fight that forced the girl to think outside the box. Denied, but not deterred, Shiva examined her options. If her father didn’t believe she could fight, then all she would have to do is make him see that she could. The problem was that she had never actually been in a real fight before. She needed to end her dry spell and find some equally matched opponents to spar with. 
 
   The girl started attending her tutor’s lessons regularly, acting as well behaved as she possibly could. It was all a ruse. After her lesson was over for the day, the girl would disappear to her room where she’d disguise herself in some boyish clothing she’d bought from a nice tailor on one of her shopping trips. She learned how to tie her hair up into a ponytail and then tuck it under a large cap. She looked just like a little boy; so much that no one questioned her as she snuck out of the castle.
 
   The girl found the freedom of her new identity liberating. No one stopped to question her or make her return home. She wandered all over the Kingdom, exploring different parts of the four sections every day. For the first year, her thirst for action was quenched simply by exploring the Kingdom alone.
 
   During this time, she approached children of all ages and attempted to interact with them. No one accepted her quite as easily as the South Hell boy named Dekko. With her identity hidden, Shiva could let her real personality out and act like a normal kid. It helped that Dekko also dreamed of one day joining the Royal Guard. The shared goal brought the two children even closer together. 
 
   When Shiva was ten years old, the Prince turned sixteen and joined the Royal Guard. He’d already been helping them out with demon invasions from an early age, but actually being made an honorary part of the team made Shiva all the more jealous. With that determination fueling her, Shiva started picking fights with every roving gang of street urchins she could find.
 
   She got beat up a lot. Each time she could barely escape before anyone figured out her true identity. Luckily, her ten year old body wasn’t far enough developed to be discovered a lady. She hid her bruises and scrapes with silly frilly dresses and makeup during the day. It didn’t take her long to adapt to the streets, and to even start winning some fights.
 
   Sparring with Dekko helped. The boy wasn’t nearly as strong or skilled as Shiva, but she had the benefit of a front-row seat to Darko and Phoenix’s sparring matches. Shiva was just happy to finally have a sparring partner, since it was at the top of all her birthday wish lists and never delivered.
 
   Whenever the demon invasion siren would sound, Shiva and Dekko (along with any children they happened to be fighting at that time) would scramble home for safety. The girl was not at a level where she felt confident in fighting any demons just yet. She and her friend had more than a few close calls with the demons, but they’d always managed to get away safely.
 
   Those years spent fighting on the streets with Dekko were some of the happiest times in Shiva’s life. For once, she had everything she’d ever wanted. 
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   When she was sixteen years old, Shiva screwed up. The Royal Guard caught her after a brawl in South Hell and her identity was finally revealed. She was brought to the Royal Throne Room, where not only her father but also Prince Darko and even her grandfather Wilhelm were gathered.
 
   King Al was outraged at his daughter’s secret double life, going off on her about her responsibilities as a Princess. The other two family members had different opinions. Wilhelm smiled as he listened to the girl speak passionately at length about her desire to help protect the Kingdom by fighting alongside her brother and the Royal Guards. Even Darko seemed to pay more attention to the girl than usual.
 
   Shiva stated her case that for the last few years she’d been fighting and getting stronger. She could hold her own in a fight now, and claimed she was ready to join the Royal Guard. Just in time, since her body had matured to the point where it was becoming difficult to hide it anymore from Dekko. There had been too many close calls during sparring where the boy had grazed her developing chest and almost figured ‘her’ out.
 
   “I’m all for it,” said Wilhelm, much to the dismay of his son, the King. “The girl wants to fight. Clearly, she has proved she’s willing to go to great lengths to accomplish her dream. I don’t think its right to hold her back from it any longer.”
 
   Shiva smiled lovingly at her grandpa as tears ran down from her eyes.
 
   “But!” her father was quick to speak. “She’s a girl! A Princess! It’s not womanly to fight!”
 
   “Need I remind you of the late Captain Venus?” asked Wilhelm. “She was strong enough to make Captain. They’re rare, I admit. But sometimes, women can really ‘kick butt’. Let’s not forget, Shiva too has the blood of a Satan flowing through her veins. I believe that with proper training, there’s no reason why she couldn’t become a powerful asset to the Kingdom, just like Darko is.”
 
   While the King mulled over what his father said, it was Darko that ultimately made the call. “Let her fight,” the Prince said. “If she’s strong, she’ll survive. If not, she’ll die. That’s really all that matters.”
 
   “She can’t die! She still has to give me grandchildren!”
 
   “I won’t die!” said Shiva. “I’m strong and I’ll prove it!”
 
   “You’d better not,” said Al. “We’re all that’s left of the Satan bloodline. As the rulers of Hell, our survival is of the utmost importance. Your brother already agreed to do his part in giving me grandchildren some day. I didn’t think I’d have to ask my only daughter…”
 
   “I’ll do it!” Shiva cried. “I’ll do whatever you want! Just let me fight!”
 
   Al looked to his father, who gave an encouraging nod. He looked to Darko, who had his usual bored face once again. With much hesitation, the King cleared his throat and made his announcement.
 
   “I will let you join the Royal Guard,” he started. Shiva jumped for joy and screamed. “But!” the King was quick to add, “you must stay alive long enough to marry and continue our bloodline!”
 
   “Yes!” Shiva said. “I promise! I’ll make myself useful, I swear!” Wilhelm engulfed the girl in a warm hug while Darko made his way to the exit. While Shiva and the old Satan celebrated, King Al had other thoughts on his mind.
 
   No way she’s going to like it, the King thought. I give her a month, maybe a year tops before she realizes the Royal Guard is no fun. She’ll quit for sure! I’d stake my life on it…if my life weren’t so damn important!
 
   



  
 


Chapter Twenty-Five: The Warrior Princess
 
    
 
   There came a knocking on Shiva’s bedroom door one early morning, and Shiva was already eagerly standing on the other side to open up immediately. She’d been looking forward to this day since the conversation that took place in her family’s throne room only days ago. Today was the day that Shiva joined the Royal Guard.
 
   The door opened and Goddard poked his head in. The Royal Advisor nodded curtly to the sixteen year old, then barged his way into her room. Shiva had awoken an hour ago, before the formation of the artificial sun even, and was already dressed. Behind Goddard, a castle servant wheeled in a large box on a dolly. The servant set the box down in the middle of the room and left the two alone.
 
   “I can’t believe this is really happening,” Goddard said, handing the girl a crowbar. She took one look at the tool and realized Goddard did not intend to open the box for her. From now on, she’d be doing all the work herself.
 
   “It’s not that unusual,” Shiva said, ripping the tool from the man’s clutches. “Women have joined the Royal Guard before. Grandpa even said one made Captain.” The girl stuck the pointier end of the tool into the crack in the top of the crate and started to pry.
 
   “Women tend to die much faster in the Royal Guard, you know.”
 
   “Not me,” said Shiva. With a mighty thrust, the girl threw all her weight down on the crowbar. The lid popped out of place and toppled to the floor. “I’m tougher than I look.”
 
   Shiva delved into the crate. What she saw almost brought a tear to her eye. Gazing down into the box, amidst a plethora of packing paper laid several fragments of the girl’s new identity. The pieces, all cast of the most durable metals, were newly minted and in perfect condition. Each section was of the darkest crimson and emblazoned with the Royal Guard’s golden crest. 
 
   Shiva picked up the cuirass, or breastplate, and felt its weight. It was heavier than the girl had expected. She examined the rest of the pieces one by one while Goddard examined the girl. After removing each section of the armor from the box, the girl looked at Goddard.
 
   “I’m going to put it on now,” she said. Goddard took the hint and turned around. Without waiting even one more second, Shiva stripped off her clothing until all she had on was her tightest undergarments. She threw on the armor with all the fury of a tornado sucking up cattle. Without so much as a word of instruction, only minutes later when the sounds of metal and flesh colliding stopped, Goddard turned around.
 
   Shiva stood gazing into her full-length mirror, the armor a perfect fit. She inspected herself from all angles like an adolescent girl might examine her prom dress. The girl did a couple of squats, testing the weight of her new outfit. She wiggled her arms and legs until she was certain of how far they could stretch and bend. She even threw a few mock punches, smiling at how badass her reflection looked. 
 
   I’m never taking this armor off, she thought.
 
   Goddard cleared his throat. “If you’re quite ready,” he said. “Your orientation is about to start.”
 
   Shiva turned around and strutted across the room like a fashion model. She and Goddard left her bedroom and headed for the castle barracks to meet with the Commander of the Royal Guard.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The short walk down the hall to the stairwell to the basement was a monumental moment for Shiva. It was the introduction of her new identity to anyone who happened to be walking the halls at that same time. Mostly castle servants and maids, as well as some other Royal Guards caught sight of the Princess in armor. Shiva would never forget their somber expressions.
 
   She followed Goddard downstairs and to the barracks. When they entered, every set of eyes in the room turned to her. There were twenty-some men in the room, a wide variety of ages between them all. Goddard led the way through the soldier’s bunk area to the office in the rear. He tapped on the door until a gruff voice inside gave permission to enter. 
 
   They stepped inside to find the recently promoted Commander Stryd sitting behind a large wooden desk. The man did not look pleased at all as he scribbled away at the paperwork, his dark-skinned brow wrinkled in frustration.
 
   “They don’t tell you about all the paperwork involved when you take the position of Commander,” he said.
 
   “Nor the Royal Advisor,” Goddard replied, a look of loathing on his face as he gazed at the paper stacks.
 
   Commander Stryd dropped his pencil and stood. “Lady Shiva,” he said as he bowed his head in respect. “When I first heard you’d be joining us, I thought it was a joke.”
 
   “I can assure you, this is no joke sir,” Shiva said. “I want to be treated the same as everyone else here, so please don’t hold back on me.”
 
   Stryd looked to Goddard. “She’s all yours now,” the Royal Advisor said. “I don’t care what you do with her, just make sure she doesn’t die, alright?”
 
   “Don’t you worry,” Stryd said. “We’ll take care of her.” His toothy grin did not look pleasant.
 
   Goddard wished Shiva luck and stepped out of the office. The Princess and the Commander were alone.
 
   “And don’t you worry, Princess,” said Stryd. “I’ve spoke at length with your father. We both believe that this is no place for you, but we’re willing to give you a chance. We won’t be giving you any special treatment just because of your title. Here, we reward hard work and obedience.”
 
   “That’s why I’m here,” Shiva said. “This is how I want to serve my family. When we exit this office, I am no longer a Princess.”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Inside the small gymnasium connected to the barracks, Commander Stryd stood before his new recruits. Shiva was just one of the twenty-six men assembled there. They wore whatever pieces of armor they could afford, and there were even some with no armor at all. Stryd looked them all over, groaned, and then cleared his throat.
 
   “You’ve all made a very brave choice to give your lives to the Royal Guard. I commend you on that. If not for good people like you, our Kingdom would not be able to exist. Your King thanks you. Your Commander thanks you.
 
   “Before we get started, I am obligated to inform you that all but one of you will die in a future demon invasion. If that statistic bothers you, there’s the door. I only ask that you first take into consideration this one thing: do you think you could make it to the door before I strike you down with my blade?”
 
   No one moved. No one spoke. No one even blinked.
 
   “I didn’t think so. Now, you may be thinking to yourself, ‘I’d rather not get killed by demons.’ Well good news, because here in the Royal Guard we promote those who show the most promise to defending the castle. In other words, the stronger and more talented you are, the more likely you’ll be given a cushy castle guard job. Everyone else is demon bait. Work hard, get tougher, don’t be demon bait. Got it?”
 
   Everyone in the room nervously bobbed their heads. A portion of the room was already internally debating abandoning this lousy job. Shiva stood up, much to everyone’s surprise, raising her hand with a question. She wasn’t called on, but she spoke anyway.
 
   “What if we want to fight demons, sir!” she asked.
 
   Stryd marched over to where Shiva stood. With his face only inches away from the girl’s, the Commander gave her a hollering the likes of which she’d never experienced before.
 
   “This is not a Q&A session here! Did I give you permission to speak? I didn’t think so! You have a death wish? That’s fine with us! You can answer every damn siren for all I care! But until you complete basic training and prove you can do more than just throw your bodies into the jaws of a hungry demon, none of you are going anywhere near the battlefield! Now sit your ass down and shut your mouth!”
 
   Shiva obeyed at once and took her seat on the bench. She understood that this was all part of the experience, that it came with the territory. Still, she’d never been spoken to like that before in her life and it was difficult adjusting. Stryd continued down the line of recruits, taking joy in everyone’s terrified reactions at seeing the man in charge berate a Royal Princess.
 
   “Now, you may have all noticed a very special guest in our group. If you’re a little slow, I’ll save you time and tell you to look at the loudmouth who just spoke out of turn.”
 
   Shiva could feel everyone’s piercing eyes on her. She stared straight ahead, trying her best to ignore them.
 
   “That’s right, there’s Royalty among us,” Stryd said. “Except not anymore she’s not. The King has given me the order to treat her like I would any one of you, so don’t think she’ll be getting any favoritism while she’s with us. We’re going to start off with a little sparring drill so I can see what you’re all made of. Now line up!”
 
   The nervous bunch of recruits stood at attention, filing into order and forming two lines. The men at the front of the lines stood inside circles painted on the floor of the gym. The goal of their sparring drill was to push the defending cadet out of the ring. Shiva waited anxiously in line for the opportunity to finally get in on some sparring. The men took turns throwing punches and kicks until the winners were decided. Those who won stayed in the circle while the losers returned to the rear of the line.
 
   Stryd watched closely, evaluating everyone’s strengths and weaknesses, determining who would last in a fight with the demons and who would likely perish. The Commander was tasked with deciding where to place the new recruits based on their talent and potential. So far, none of the men had demonstrated anything impressive in their matches.
 
   Shiva finally stepped into the sparring circle, ready for action. The girl stared down her challenger, a much larger and older man, taking a defensive stance and beckoning the man to strike first. Her opponent looked wary. He scratched his head and looked around the room before speaking to the girl.
 
   “I’m sorry, Lady Shiva,” he said, barely lifting his eyes to look at the girl. “I don’t want to become known as the guy who beat up the Princess. I concede.”
 
   With that, the man left the circle and joined the other line of recruits, so as to avoid running into the Princess again. Disappointed, Shiva entered the circle and turned to face the rest of the men. Each one showed the same wary uncertainty, avoiding the girl’s gaze altogether. Shiva waved the next challenger into the circle, but the man would not budge.
 
   “What’s the hold up?” Stryd shouted from across the gym.
 
   “I am waiting for my next opponent!” Shiva replied.
 
   “All those who wish to challenge Lady Shiva, stay in that line. Everyone else, form a new line!”
 
   Without hesitation, every man abandoned Shiva’s line and started forming a new one. The girl stood there watching, trying not to let her tears escape. For one hour, she stood silently by as everyone took part in the sparring drill. After a few rounds, the men were all starting to enjoy themselves. Opponents formed bonds after each respectable match, offering each other friendly handshakes and kind words.
 
   No one even looked at Shiva. She stood by the entire time, waiting for someone to challenge her. When he’d seen enough, the drill ended and Stryd ordered everyone out. Shiva waited until the room was cleared before she would take a step outside of her circle. She approached the Commander, waiting by the door.
 
   “Can’t you do something?” she asked him. “Order them to fight me!”
 
   “I’m sorry Lady Shiva,” the Commander said. “I can’t order anyone to attack the Royal Princess! Such an order would be treason against the Royal Family!” With that simple explanation, Stryd left Shiva standing in the dark.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Without anyone to spar against, Shiva missed out on the ‘training’ aspect of basic training. She still partook in any drills that didn’t require a partner, like working out and demonstrating flame abilities. But that wasn’t enough to get assigned a proper job in the Royal Guard. Because she could not display her fighting talents, she was placed in the one area that did not require any fighting ability: the kitchen.
 
   Shiva carried supplies, chopped vegetables, ran errands, and scrubbed the floors. She was assigned virtually every job the Royal Guard had to offer except for fighting. She looked forward to the daily sparring drills that took place, hoping that each new day would bring a competitor willing to challenge her. The better part of a year went by without any takers.
 
   Shiva decided that she wouldn’t let that time go to waste and worked on training her body instead. When she got to the circle and her opponents abandoned ship, she’d spend the time waiting for a challenger by doing push-ups and sit-ups. She refused to beg for a fight, opting to display her dedication and talent for all to see, hoping that someone would work up the courage to one day challenge her.
 
   She started to wonder if this had been her father’s plan all along. He never approved of her joining the Royal Guard and wanted to keep her as far away from the battlefield as possible. It seemed apparent that the strategy employed here was to make the job as unbearable as possible so that she’d have no choice but to quit.
 
   Shiva felt like quitting every day, especially during those lonely sparring sessions. As much as she hated her situation, she knew going back and admitting she was wrong and returning to her former life was impossible. Instead, she looked for a way out of her current predicament. Without anyone to spar against, she’d never get out of the kitchen. That had to change first before any progress could be made.
 
   She received a much-needed surprise one day while mopping the barracks. The floor was so clean that it shined, reflecting the image of a familiar face standing over the girl. Shiva jumped up at once, excited to see her visitor.
 
   “Phoenix!” she cried, wrapping the man in a hug. “It’s been so long! Where have you been?”
 
   “It’s nice to see you again, Lady Shiva,” he said. “I’m stationed in West Hell, keeping an eye on the development out there. How have you been adjusting to life in the Royal Guard?”
 
   Shiva listed off her problems while Phoenix listened intently, his face the first to display actual concern. The man offered to check in on her once a week and provide some much-needed sparring practice, which the girl enthusiastically agreed to. It turned out to be less than ideal, with Phoenix barely even making it to see her once a month. Their sparring sessions were always brief, as Phoenix was a busy man and unable to put off his own duties long enough to tend to the girl.
 
   As the years went by and more new recruits joined, Shiva recognized some of the boys that she fought with on the streets as part of her delinquent youth. Thinking some of them might not be afraid of sparring with her since they’d already done so in the past, Shiva felt hopeful at last. That hope was quickly dashed as the new recruits seemed to fall in line with their seniors, ignoring the Princess entirely.
 
   When she approached someone she knew from years ago, they’d only express disinterest in fighting with her again. Knowing of her Royal ties and put off by her past crime of keeping her identity a secret from them, no one took her up on the offer to spar. She’d come a long way in her journey, but it now seemed like she’d hit a dead end. Without anyone to fight against, she couldn’t advance in her training. Without displaying her abilities, she likely would never make it out of the castle.
 
   One day, Shiva managed to catch her brother meditating in the private courtyard. Thinking this could be her one last shot, the girl approached her sibling with a nervous lump in her throat. Without opening his eyes or breaking his concentration, Darko addressed the girl.
 
   “What do you want?” he asked, his brow already starting to crease in agitation.
 
   “I was just wondering, if you have some free time right now, maybe you’d like to join me in some sparring?” Shiva asked, her legs practically shaking. She was almost twenty years old now, and Darko closer to twenty-six. The difference in experience between them was so obvious even thinking about it made Shiva sweat. Her brother had been fighting real demons for years, not only surviving each encounter but never even suffering so much as a scratch. Her brother was strong; much stronger than her.
 
   “No,” he said instantly. “I have nothing to gain by sparring with someone as weak as you.”
 
   “That may be true,” said Shiva. “But I have a lot to gain by sparring with you.”
 
   Darko opened his eyes and cleared his expression. With a gloomy look of boredom, the Prince climbed to his feet and addressed his sister one last time. “My refusal to spar with you is for your own benefit. I never limit or restrict myself in any way, and if someone as inexperienced as you faced me, you’d certainly die.”
 
   Like turning on a light switch, the boy activated his soul power. Shiva felt a wave of power wash over her, so strong it was that she had to take a step back and nearly fell to the ground. If he used that power against her in a match, she knew that death would very likely be the result. She could say nothing more.
 
   Darko left the girl standing alone in the yard, reminding her that no matter how diligent or enthusiastic she was, no matter how hard she tried or how much effort she put forth, she would always be alone in her plight.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   One day, everything changed. Shiva was cleaning out the barracks kitchen when the latest batch of new recruits walked in. She didn’t pay any attention to the new recruits any more. For the first couple of years she felt hopeful that one of them might join her for a spar. As the rumors of the Princess’s reputation spread, it became a social norm to simply ignore her until she disappeared entirely. Because of this, the girl was taken by surprise during that afternoon’s sparring session.
 
   As always, everyone else quickly abandoned whatever line Shiva joined. Shiva stood alone in her circle, working out by herself as she always did. On the bright side, she was in the best shape of her life. Her body was no longer soft and delicate like a Princess, but toned and muscular like a warrior. Her fiery red hair, which had always been long and flowing, she now kept tied up in a ponytail to keep from getting in her eyes.
 
   She had her face to the ground doing sit-ups when she heard someone clear their throat. The girl stopped her workout, and without trying to get her hopes up too much, lifted her head. Before stood a man, silhouetted by the torch light of the gymnasium.
 
   “If you’re not too busy, I wouldn’t mind having a go at you, Lady Shiva,” the man said. Shiva’s heart skipped a beat. The man’s voice was vaguely familiar to the girl, but she couldn’t place it. She climbed to her feet slowly, and the image of the man came into view.
 
   Standing before her was Dekko, the boy she’d once struck up a friendship with in her wilder days. Like the girl, Dekko had matured considerably as well. He barely resembled the pre-pubescent boy that Shiva had once known. He’d grown a few feet, and now stood taller than Shiva. The boy smiled at her, the first genuine smile she’d seen in a long time.
 
   “Dekko,” she said. “I can’t believe it…”
 
   “I always said I’d join the Royal Guard, didn’t I?” the young man said with a smile. “I never thought I’d see you here though. I mean, once I learned who you really were…”
 
   “I’m so sorry!” Shiva said, averting her gaze in guilt. “I lied to you back then, and I never even said goodbye to you!”
 
   “You can make it up to me by giving me a good match,” the boy said, taking a defensive stance. Everyone else stopped their sparring matches and watched the couple. Commander Stryd even put down his paperwork, taking a stand to see the developments better.
 
   “You mean it?” Shiva asked, baffled. “You know that no one is willing to touch me, right? You’ll only make everyone else ignore you too…”
 
   “I don’t care about these spineless wimps!” Dekko said. “I know you can handle yourself, I’ve seen you fight before! You’re damn good, and anyone who refuses to acknowledge that is just stupid. I say screw’em all! Let’s fight!”
 
   Trying her hardest to not let any tears of joy escape, Shiva engaged Dekko in a match. Her first official sparring match since joining the Royal Guard nearly five years ago. The bout lasted almost the full hour, with both combatants being equally matched. When it was over, no clear winner emerged as neither fighter would allow themselves to be pushed out of the circle.
 
   Stryd had to blow his whistle, shouting that sparring time was now over. The only ones still fighting were Shiva and Dekko, as nearly everyone else in the room had stopped to watch their match. Both fighters collapsed to the matted floor, gasping for air and sweating like a garden hose. Both had huge smiles on their faces.
 
   “Alright, alright!” Stryd barked at all the onlookers. “Everyone clear out and return to your posts! Shiva, new guy, I expect every inch of this gymnasium to be mopped clean of all the filth you’ve left behind!”
 
   Shiva and Dekko spent the rest of the day cleaning up. At one point, Stryd even walked through with especially muddy feet to ‘inspect’ the area. All he really wanted to do was punish the two for their ‘crimes’ of having fun, making even more of a mess for them to clean. When he left, the two exchanged looks, smiled, and then started laughing all over again. Shiva no longer cared about anyone’s cruel attitude towards her, because she finally had a friend to share in her misery.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Thanks to Dekko, Shiva finally got the sparring practice she needed to complete basic training. The pair spent every session together, shunned by the rest of the company. It didn’t matter, as they soon realized they’d already surpassed most of the new recruits in their strength and abilities. Outside the ring, the pair was routinely assigned all the worst jobs, like cleaning toilets, mopping floors, and carrying equipment for senior staffers.
 
   Their chance to prove themselves finally came when a recent demon invasion decreased the Royal Guard’s numbers. Suddenly, capable fighters like them were in demand. Commander Stryd approached the duo, hesitant but with no other alternatives.
 
   “You’re being assigned to guard duty,” the Commander told them. “Your post will be at the castle entrance until further notice.”
 
   “Yes sir!” they said in unison, jumping up to salute their leader. They started to head for the castle entrance, but Stryd had one more warning.
 
   “Remember, this is a strictly defensive role. You are not to abandon your post, especially if the invasion siren sounds! You are expected to defend the castle at all costs, and that’s it.”
 
   The two saluted again and headed off to their first real job. Even though it was a simple stand-and-watch position, they were still outside the castle and technically on the battlefield. While guard duty was in essence a boring job, Shiva couldn’t keep the grin off her face. Finally, she was making progress towards her goal of becoming a great warrior. At long last she’d made it outside of the castle walls and couldn’t stop smiling about it. She zoned out staring at Dekko, feeling gratitude towards the young man that made it all possible.
 
   The first time they were posted outside and the demon invasion siren went off, Shiva stood by on edge waiting for the action to find her. Tempted as she was to step away from the castle gate and fight some demons, Dekko’s unflinching attitude kept her grounded. She remembered her duty, and kept her feet planted firmly in hopes the demons would come close enough that she could attack.
 
   The first couple of times, she had no such luck. Fortunately for everyone else, the demons were stopped before they came anywhere near the castle. It was almost a full year later when she encountered her first demon. As she and Dekko stood waiting for the sirens to stop, a bizarre beast appeared before them. It was vaguely human in shape, but with pale scaly skin and a mouth that took up half its face. Shiva stepped forward eagerly, cracking her knuckles in anticipation.
 
   “This one is mine,” she said. If anyone other than Dekko had been standing there with her, they might of insisted on keeping the Royalty out of harm’s way. But Dekko knew better than to get between Shiva and her long-dreamed of battle. Besides, he knew she could handle herself.
 
   Shiva took her time toying with the lesser creature before completely dismantling it. She saw it as nothing more than a sparring match with an opponent she intended to kill. The demon was too stupid, too animalistic to pose a threat to the girl. Shiva killed it with ease after dragging out the fight as long as she could. When it was over, she turned to Dekko with the demon’s blood splattered all over her armor.
 
   “That was so fun!” she said. “You’ve got to try that!”
 
   



  
 


Chapter Twenty-Six: Lessons Learned
 
    
 
   After long, word spread of Shiva’s talents in combating the demonic threats to the Kingdom. She and Dekko were promoted to patrol duty, and finally things were looking up for Shiva. With her best friend by her side, the girl was living the life she’d always dreamed of having. Not only did she have the freedom to get out and see the Kingdom every day, but the challenge of battling demons was finally an open option to her as well.
 
   It didn’t always go so well. Shiva often charged headstrong into battle with Dekko right behind her. On more than one occasion, the girl suffered some nasty damage. She received cuts, bruises, scrapes, bites, scratches and scars. She saw a number of days where she’d been too beat up to get outside the barracks, having to lie in bed recovering instead. But she never gave up.
 
   At this point, both Stryd and King Satan had pretty much given up trying to get the girl to quit the Royal Guard. Though they wouldn’t admit it, Shiva did show promise. Her efforts in battling the demons had a small impact on the Kingdom’s safety, and she seemed to enjoy the job. Everything was going well, but Shiva’s growing confidence began to stir up doubts within her mind.
 
   She could battle any demon and come away the victor, and in her sparring matches with Dekko she almost never lost. The girl felt as though she’d hit a plateau. While her life was going as fine as it ever was, the girl still yearned for more. For one, she’d yet to earn the respect she’d always craved from her brother. She knew she was of course nowhere near as strong as him (yet), but she’d thought she could at least impress him with how much she’d grown.
 
   Expressing her desires to Dekko proved to be a bad idea, as her friend quickly shot down her hopes. The young man cautioned her to stay away from her brother, knowing full well the Prince was on a level unlike most in Hell. He made Shiva swear to keep away from Darko for years to come, which she half-heartedly agreed to.
 
   Then one day Dekko took a nasty blow from a wolf-like demon during an invasion. His leg was torn open and would take several days to recover from. During that time, he was bedridden in the castle barracks. Shiva remained on patrol duty, but the job was significantly duller without her friend at her side. It was a slow day, and as the girl made her rounds she grew restless and bored. She discovered that even though she’d accomplished her dream, without the friendship of Dekko it wasn’t very fun at all.
 
   With her shift over, the girl visited with her bedridden friend before deciding to call it a night. Unlike the other recruits who slept in the barracks most nights, Shiva still had her bedroom in the castle to call home. It was on her trek across the castle that she decided to stop by the private yard, just to see if she could catch her brother’s sparring session with Phoenix. It had been years since she last saw the two in training.
 
   She arrived to find only her brother sitting in the grassy yard, meditating by himself. He looked as bored as she felt. The girl turned to leave, her brother not even acknowledging she was there. This gave her pause. She knew he’d seen her during the last several demon attacks, he must of known she’d become stronger. So why did he still not acknowledge her? She wanted more than anything in the world for him to see her strength, to commend her on it, or at the very least to tell her “nice job, you’ve come a long way.”
 
   She cleared her throat. That was her first mistake. Darko opened his eyes and stared at her. “You again?” he growled.
 
   “I must insist you give me the opportunity to show you how strong I’ve become,” she said without trying too hard to let her voice crack in fear.
 
   The Prince did not outright refuse her, as he usually would of. Instead, he jumped to his feet and walked toward his sister. “I suppose, since Phoenix had to cancel our sparring session for today, I do have an opening.”
 
   “So…” Shiva said, pausing to try to comprehend her brother’s words. “You mean you’ll spar with me?”
 
   “It seems I’ve been too kind to you all these years by refusing to honor your requests. Only after you’ve experienced my power firsthand will you be able to appreciate, and fear me.”
 
   Shiva gulped. She already feared him! She didn’t think it was possible for her to fear her brother any more. She tried to remain calm, thinking back to all the practice she’d had up till then. Her confidence returned, and she convinced herself she was ready. 
 
   Shiva took an offensive stance as Darko approached her. The girl knew that waiting for her brother to attack would be a bad move. She dashed forward, showing off her speed by quickly jumping to the side as Darko moved to keep her in front of him.
 
   Shiva leapt all over the courtyard trying to throw off her brother. She had a smile on her face, thinking her speed was impressive. Her smile disappeared as Darko reached forward and snagged her ponytail as she passed by. She squealed in pain as her brother pulled her hair and drew her in.
 
   “You’re quick, but not quick enough,” Darko said. “You have no place on the battlefield.”
 
   Shiva gritted her teeth through the pain as she clutched at her brother’s hand, trying desperately to free herself. Prince Darko lifted her high off her feet and slammed the girl’s head into the ground. Her nose and mouth erupted like a geyser of blood and her head almost split from the pain. 
 
   “You’re lucky,” Darko told her, stepping away as Shiva thrashed in pain. “It seems you’re still alive.”
 
   Shiva slowly staggered to her feet. She wiped the blood and tears from her eyes as she gasped for breath. Only her head was in pain. The rest of her body was still capable of fighting, and she wouldn’t leave until she demonstrated her new strength to her brother. She struck another fighting stance, her eyes blazing with determination. 
 
   “You sure? You might not survive round two,” said Darko.
 
   Shiva leapt forward at her brother, this time aiming a punch straight for his face. Darko swatted her aside easily, but she jumped right back at him. They continued this pattern of her striking at him, with the Prince easily avoiding or evading her. When he began to tire of the game, Darko simply plucked Shiva’s fist out of the air and pulled her in, shoving his knee into her gut. Even with her armor, Shiva got the wind knocked out of her. She dropped to the ground once again.
 
   The girl, refusing to quit, pointed her open palm at her brother and fired a small blast of flames. Darko didn’t even bother dodging, and let the small fireball collide with his shoulder. The man simply brushed it off as if it were a speck of dirt on his clothes.
 
   “You’re weak, sister,” Darko said. “You have nothing to contribute to this family. Whatever happens next, I wanted you to know that.”
 
   Tears flowed from the girl’s eyes, and blood from her nose and mouth. She’d exhausted all her stamina and could barely move. As the Prince stood over her, a familiar voice rang out through the courtyard.
 
   “Leave her alone!” called Dekko. The injured man stood with the aid of a wooden crutch at the entrance to the yard. “Can’t you see, she’s doing all this for you?”
 
   “Dekko…” Shiva said in stunned disbelief. “What…are you doing here?”
 
   “Never mind what I’m doing here,” said Dekko. “What are you doing! I told you not to fight with him!”
 
   While Shiva kneeled on all fours dripping blood, Darko scoffed. “No wonder you’re so weak. Is this boy the best sparring partner you could find? You’re both pathetic.”
 
   “And you’re a dick!” Dekko shouted, hobbling closer. “All Shiva wants is to get stronger and protect the Kingdom, but you treat her like garbage!”
 
   “Dekko…” Shiva said, her voice hoarse and somber. “Shut up…”
 
   Darko was speechless. Not since his mother had there been anyone who talked to him like that. That tone of discipline was not one that the Prince was used to hearing anymore. He stared in disbelief at the younger boy as he hopped past his Prince, falling to his knees by Shiva.
 
   “You’re going to be alright,” he said to her. The boy looked up at the Prince with anger in his eyes. “I can’t believe you’d do that to your own sister! What is wrong with you? I heard about what happened to your mom, and I’m very sorry about all that, but it’s no excuse to act this way!
 
    “She’s your little sister. You should treasure her life! Not try to end it! You should treat her better than your best friend even. It shouldn’t be hard. Shiva’s great! I think if you actually spent time with her you’d see that. Maybe we could all hang out together some time. Who knows, maybe some day you and I could even become friends.”
 
   Prince Darko could listen no more. As Dekko hovered next to Shiva trying to help lift her up, the Prince conjured a fireball in both of his hands. The recovering Shiva saw, and tried to warn her friend but Darko was too fast. The Prince slammed his fiery palms into Dekko’s head, igniting a small explosion that knocked Shiva back down to the ground.
 
   When the girl rolled to a stop, she looked up to see her brother still holding Dekko up by his head. The young man’s face was no longer recognizable, burnt and blackened and hairless. A spattering of the boy’s blood landed across the Prince’s face, but Darko was staring down at Shiva.
 
   “This boy was the problem,” the mad Prince said. “He’s been filling your mind with all this friendship nonsense. No wonder you’re so weak! Well now, do you see where friendship gets you?”
 
   Darko dropped his victim, who fell to the ground in a pile without even trying to stand on his own. Tears streamed down Shiva’s face as she stared in shock at the ruined body of her friend. She looked up to her brother as he took another step closer.
 
   “I’ve just done you a great favor,” he said. “That boy would have ruined you. With someone like him in the way, you’d always be held back. Because that’s what ‘friends’ do – they hold you back from achieving your greatest potential. Imagine how much weaker I’d be if I actually cared about hurting Phoenix!”
 
   “But…he’s your friend…”
 
   “He is my tool and nothing more. I simply use him to make myself stronger. I thought you’d finally found yourself a tool as well, but then the boy started spouting that friendship drivel. You’ll be much better off just fighting demons from now on.”
 
   At this point, Darko noticed his sister’s fists clenched tightly. She’d lowered her head to stare at her friend’s lifeless body while Darko talked, but he could see her teeth grinding as tears flowed by. Finally she stared up at him with bloodshot eyes full of rage.
 
   “You’re a monster.”
 
   “Still think I’m wrong?” Darko asked. “I could kill you right now with no effort. Your life is in my hands, and you insult me? ‘Friendship’ makes you act stupid like that. The fact that you’re even still thinking about fighting with me instead of just saying “thanks for the lesson” proves I’m right. So what’ll it be? You want to take out your anger on me here and die? Or would you rather say thank you and live?”
 
   “I’ll never say thank you.”
 
   “Then I guess you’re too far gone,” said Darko. “The boy has already broken you. I might as well put you out of your misery now.”
 
   Shiva froze in terror, too weak to even move as her brother took another step closer. He stood next to her poised to strike, but he did not move another inch. The Prince also froze, a look of confused panic spread over his face. Appearing behind the Prince, another man stepped into Shiva’s sight.
 
   “It’s a good thing my prior engagement ran short and I was able to come after all,” said Phoenix.
 
   “You…” Darko gasped. “You used a…”
 
   “A movement seal, yes,” Phoenix confirmed. “I’ve been studying seals lately. It seems they’re incredibly useful, even against you.”
 
   This is when Shiva passed out. The last thing she remembered was hearing her brother’s screams of anger, and seeing Phoenix scramble to carry her away.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Shiva awoke much later to the sound of two familiar voices and some blurry figures standing over her. She was in her own bed, thank goodness, and the fuzzy dim outlines of the two men were becoming clearer. The girl kept her eyes shut and pretended to be asleep while she listened to the voices talk.
 
   “There’s no doubt in my mind,” Phoenix said. “Darko would have killed her if I hadn’t stepped in. What’s worse is that I had to hide there, watching and waiting until he dropped his guard enough for me to sneak up on him. If I hadn’t gotten that movement seal on him, I don’t think I could have stopped him.”
 
   “You’re a good man, Phoenix Dawnfall,” the old Satan said. “You have strength and courage. You are the role model Shiva deserves.”
 
   A loud and sudden sneeze jolted both men. Turning their attention to the bedridden girl, they found Shiva with her eyes open staring blankly at the ceiling. 
 
   “You awake now, Shiva?” Wilhelm asked. 
 
   Shiva nodded.
 
   “How are you feeling, Shiva?” Phoenix asked.
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “You probably have a lot of questions for us,” Wilhelm said. “But don’t worry, we’re here for as long as you need us. We’ll tell you anything you want to know.”
 
    “Dekko…”
 
   Wilhelm and Phoenix exchanged worried looks. They knew they’d have to deliver this bad news eventually. Wilhelm had been ready for it, and so he explained.
 
   “That boy, Dekko was it? He was taken into medical care immediately, but I will not lie to you: the boy suffered a terrible injury. If he survives, there will likely be some brain damage.”
 
   “I see.” Tears started to flow down Shiva’s cheeks. “Brother…”
 
   “Shiva…” Phoenix said meekly. Before he could add to it, Wilhelm cut him off.
 
   “What your brother Darko did was not acceptable,” Wilhelm said. “If it weren’t for Phoenix here, you could have been killed.”
 
   “Thank you, Phoenix…” Shiva whispered.
 
   “Oh, uh, it was nothing!” Phoenix stammered. “Let’s just call it a favor. Now you owe me one, okay?” Phoenix laughed nervously, but Shiva’s mood did not change.
 
   “I’m going to have a very long talk with your father and brother,” Wilhelm continued. “I’ll make sure this never happens again.”
 
   “Don’t punish brother!” Shiva shouted. “It’s not his fault!”
 
   “Shiva…” Phoenix uttered in disbelief. He couldn’t believe she would have any sympathy for the brother that just beat her nearly to death.
 
   “But Shiva…”
 
   “No! It was only a sparring match. Brother was just trying to teach me. It’s my fault for being too weak… I couldn’t keep up with him, I wasn’t ready yet. I was too weak… I am too weak.”
 
   “Shiva, listen to me very carefully,” Wilhelm said as authoritative as he could. “What happened today was not your fault. Your brother should have known better than to fight with you. And you should know better than to pick a fight with him. You cannot fight with him again, do you understand me? He beat you till his knuckles were bloody. If no one was there, he would have killed you.”
 
   “I made brother’s knuckles bleed?” Shiva asked, horrified. “I need to apologize.”
 
   “He should be the one apologizing to you!” Phoenix said.
 
   “Shiva, why did you do it?” Wilhelm asked.
 
   “I just wanted to show him how strong I am,” Shiva said. “I wanted him to know I can be valuable…”
 
   “You’re his sister. Of course you’re valuable to him.”
 
   “Not if I’m this weak…” Shiva rolled over in her bed, ending the conversation.
 
   “I’ll be back this evening to check on you,” Wilhelm said, leaning over and planting a kiss on her forehead.
 
   “Please listen to your grandfather,” Phoenix said. “He loves you a lot. And I’d be sad if something else happened to you, too.” Phoenix nudged her shoulder tenderly. After pausing to see if Shiva said anything else, the two left her alone in her bedroom. As Phoenix and Wilhelm walked the halls of the castle, they talked openly.
 
   “The Prince has lost his mind,” Phoenix said. “I will no longer associate myself with him. Furthermore, I feel a sense of responsibility that if something like this should happen again, I will be the one to put a stop to it. Permanently.”
 
   “Shouldn’t you watch your tongue, boy?” Wilhelm asked. “You are not only speaking of Royalty with a treasonous tone, but in the very presence of the former King! Surely you wouldn’t want to say something you might regret?” Wilhelm cocked an eyebrow, as if saying how will you answer that, boy!
 
   Phoenix kept his eyes forward as he walked and talked. “A royal man is still a man like any other, but with one major distinction: a royal man must lead his people to prosperity. That is the one constant key rule that must be met in order for the people to believe in that man as their ruler. You did a fantastic job at it. We’re still waiting to find out about your son, the current Satan. But I can already see how a future under the rule of your grandson will be. I simply do not anticipate it.”
 
   Wilhelm stopped in the castle lobby, just before they reached the front gate. Phoenix continued walking and the Royal Guards posted at the gate door began to open it for him. As he patiently waited for the guards to open the door, Wilhelm approached and put a hand on his shoulder.
 
   “I have some friends I’d like to introduce you to, Phoenix Dawnfall,” Wilhelm said with a smile.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The King, furious with Darko for almost depriving him of future grandchildren, sent the boy off to be locked in his room for a full week of isolation. Darko spent the time meditating and honing his soul power. The King hoped that this experience would motivate Shiva to step down from all the fighting and focus on other, more Princess-appropriate activities.
 
   After a brief recovery period, Shiva returned to her duties in the Royal Guard. People stayed even further away from the girl now, fearing another attack from her brother. Shiva ate all her meals alone. She went back to training alone. She patrolled the Kingdom alone, and never spoke to anyone else when put on guard duty. Aside from actually being alive, Shiva showed very few signs of life.
 
   The years ticked away as the girl’s loneliness and bitterness got the better of her. She started to see the other men and women of the Royal Guard around her as obstacles, constantly in the way of her becoming stronger. Her brother’s strength was like a light at the end of the tunnel, one that she was constantly moving towards. Everyone else was only in her way. 
 
   She became known as a competent fighter, albeit one that nobody wanted to be around. She learned how to use her status to boss people around to get what she wanted. At the sound of the demon invasion siren, she’d drop whatever she was doing and charge out to fight. She kept to herself in battle, and tried not to interfere with anyone else. Eventually she adapted to her loneliness, wearing it like a badge that no one could see.
 
   Phoenix tried to remain on her good side, at least for the first year after the incident. They saw each other less and less as the girl become more of a loner. One day, Phoenix sought her out and delivered the news that he’d be quitting the Royal Guard and taking up an apprenticeship under Lord Wilhelm. Shiva tried to act happy for him, but she’d forgotten how. The two said their goodbyes quickly as Shiva rushed off to the sound of the siren, her one and only joy in life. 
 
   Her lonely life came to an end years later, however, when Goddard brought a strange human boy back from a trip to Earth. Shiva of course had to check the boy out while he slept, deeming him a ‘waste of anyone’s time’. Goddard summoned her with the unusual request that she look after the boy, which of course turned into something entirely different and life-altering for the girl.
 
   Shiva would never say it, but this one request changed her life for the better.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Back to the present.
 
   Ash and Aura sat in a silent awe as Wilhelm wrapped up his granddaughter’s tragic life story. They sat a while without speaking, letting the old man’s words fully sink in. Shiva had lived a bizarre and sad life thanks to her brother and father. The boys had never suspected Shiva was so unhappy all those years before they met her. The first one to speak was Ash.
 
   “I see,” he said. “So that’s why she trains nonstop. That’s why she’s always pushing herself harder and further, and why she expects so much from us.”
 
   “That’s probably why she’s marrying Phoenix, too,” Aura chimed in. “They do have a lot of history together.”
 
   “I suppose that’s true,” Ash muttered with a glum look in his eyes. 
 
   “I know you have had your doubts,” Wilhelm said. “But I can assure you that Phoenix is the best man to marry my granddaughter. They will be very happy together.”
 
   “I just have one more question,” Ash said. “Those people you introduced Phoenix to, who were they?”
 
   “Oh my, did I say something about taking him to meet someone?” Wilhelm asked, shocked.
 
   “Yeah dude, you talked for like an hour straight. The sun’s all gone now!” Aura said.
 
   “Oh, I must have gotten lost in my story, I apologize. You know how us old folks like to reminisce, right? I do hope I haven’t kept you too long.”
 
   “So who were they?” Ash repeated. The boy mistook a twitch in Wilhelm’s eye for a sign of agitation. What would he have to be agitated about? It was only a simple question.
 
   “The people I introduced him to,” Wilhelm repeated as well. “Ah yes! I took him straight to the best scholars in all of Hell! The ‘Educated Council’ we called ourselves! From there, Phoenix blossomed into the wonderful, knowledgeable, dependable man he is today!” Wilhelm stood up abruptly. “I hope that answers all your questions.”
 
   Ash and Aura nodded.
 
   “Well then! I should be off to bed. I’m usually sound asleep by this time! I do hope you boys will exercise a little more caution around Shiva now that you know what she’s been through. You don’t have to treat her any differently, but…”
 
   “We get it,” Aura said, standing up. “She’s cool with us.”
 
   “Thank you boys. I’ll see you at the wedding,” Wilhelm said, exiting the private courtyard. The boys followed behind him, before eventually splitting off and going their own way home.
 
   Ash couldn’t help thinking about the boy named Dekko, who had once been Shiva’s closest friend. He wondered if being friends with Shiva would eventually lead him into a showdown against the mad Prince. No matter what he did, it seemed like Ash would have to fight Darko one way or another. Like Shiva, he knew that he too must become strong enough to stand against the Prince some day and keep his life when the battle was over.
 
    
 
   



  
 


Chapter Twenty-Seven: In the Cold, Cold Night
 
    
 
   The day before the Royal wedding snuck up on everyone. Ash and Aura spent the off day loitering around the Kingdom in search of something fun to do. The city was extra lively with all the last minute preparations being made for the big wedding tomorrow. The boys stayed far away from the castle where all the action was going on. They walked the streets instead, taking in the sights of the morning shuffle. For being Hell, it sure had its moments of undeniable beauty. Fireballs danced in the sky as more and more people joined the foot (and air) traffic. Some pushed carts full of weapons or trinkets, and others hauled livestock or clothing.
 
   Ash always felt like he was walking through a well-designed, realistic video game world every time he left his flat. The mornings were always chilly, so of course Ash was eager to retrieve his peacoat from Gio already, if he wasn’t too busy working on Shiva’s dress. Their walk led them past the building they now recognized as the noble’s newspaper facility.
 
   Glebeck was standing on his platform shouting headlines for the gathered crowd to hear. As the boys passed by the only headline they caught was “The Royal wedding! All the details you need to know!” The boys smirked, seeing the rebel graffiti had spread to the Noble’s building finally. The words ‘FIRST TO GO’ were being painted over by an unenthusiastic-looking servant. Ash and Aura ignored the icy stares of Machmann and Glebeck as they passed by the stage.
 
   “We’ve got the entire day to ourselves,” said Ash. “Probably our last one for a while, too. Who knows what our days will be like after the wedding… Maybe we should go see your dad and sister.”
 
   “I’ll make time for them after the wedding,” said Aura. “I just want to relax today.”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Shiva spent the day hiding in her room. With the door shut and locked, no one was able to reach her for any more silly questions about flower arrangements or seating charts. At one point, there came a knocking on the door and Goddard’s voice could be heard. The Royal Advisor dropped off the girl’s wedding dress, straight from Gio. The girl opened the door and snatched the dress, locking herself in again as fast as possible. She held the dress up in front of her while staring into the mirror.
 
   Shiva’s reflection resembled the only picture she had of her mother, a hand-drawn sketch of her and the King on their wedding night. That picture sat framed on the nightstand next to the girl’s bed. Though her mother appeared happy in the picture, Shiva had always wondered if that was truly the case with her. She was a good deal prettier than Al after all, and Shiva had never heard the story of how the two had met. Most likely, her mother and father’s marriage had been an arranged affair; much like what Shiva would have had to go through if not for Phoenix.
 
   Across the castle, Phoenix, Wilhelm, and Leona were seated at a large table inside of a meeting room. Papers were scattered before them as the various vendors came in to fill out the final order forms for flowers and food and decorations and so on. Commander Stryd was even forced to wait in line to speak with them about the security for the event. 
 
   After hours of this, the group had to take a break. Phoenix stepped out into the hallway to stretch his legs. As luck would have it, Shiva was out of her room and heading down the hall towards him. She almost looked shy for a moment, as if she was embarrassed at seeing her fiancé. She gave a small wave and felt like a dork. Phoenix smiled.
 
   “I needed to get out of my bedroom,” Shiva said. “I guess I could bear to help you guys out for a while, if you still need me.”
 
   “Actually, Leona and I are just about done with the preparations,” Phoenix said. “But you’re more than welcome to sit with us.”
 
   “Oh,” said Shiva. She didn’t expect them to have everything wrapped up so soon. “That’s just fine, I didn’t really want to help anyway…” 
 
   Behind her, Phoenix could see Prince Darko moving down the hall in the opposite direction. “You go on in,” he told her. “I just saw someone I need to talk to. I’ll be right back.”
 
   Shiva let him go and went inside to greet her grandfather. She took a seat next to Leona and watched the servant work. After a moment of being observed, the servant girl stopped moving. She stood and addressed Wilhelm.
 
   “May I be excused?” she said, her voice almost inaudibly delicate.
 
   “No, sit,” Shiva said. “Pretty soon you’ll be my servant too. Why don’t we talk?” The servant girl sat once more and kept her face staring straight at the wall. Shiva continued. “Once Phoenix and I are married, he will have access to the entire castle staff. That means he won’t really have any more use for you. But don’t worry, I can put in the good word and get you an easy job in the laundry room.”
 
   Wilhelm watched on edge as Leona clenched her teeth listening to Shiva speak. Shiva cast a curious glance at her grandfather, who flashed her a dopey smile. She continued talking to the servant.
 
   “Or if you’d prefer, I could probably get you assigned to my team. You could be like our secretary. Who knows, maybe you’ll even fall for one of Draxler’s dumb pickup lines and fall in love with him-”
 
   Leona stood again. Without permission, she walked to the exit. She paused as Shiva stood up and called out, her voice trembling with irritation. Leona was about to turn around and say something, but Wilhelm butted in.
 
   “Dismissed,” the old Satan said. Leona took the hint and departed quickly. Shiva shot her grandfather a questioning look. “Leave that girl to Phoenix,” he said. “She’s his problem.”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Phoenix took off down the hall following the Prince. It seemed like Darko was heading to his own bedroom, which was beyond the Royal Chamber and Phoenix would not be allowed to go there. He quickened his pace. As Darko turned down the hall that led to the chamber, Phoenix approached him.  
 
   “Darko,” Phoenix called to him. The Prince stopped and turned to listen. “If you’ve got time later, I thought we could meet tonight at the old spot for a little discussion.”
 
   “Is this a challenge?” Darko asked. “It’s been a long time since we last sparred. I don’t think you’d do so well against me now.”
 
   “I just want to talk,” Phoenix replied. “Think you can manage that?”
 
   “I talk with my sword, you know,” Darko said with a smirk.
 
   “Then I’ll listen with mine,” Phoenix replied.
 
   Darko stared the man up and down. With a gentle sigh, he shrugged. “Yeah, I can make time, I guess. For you. I’ll see you tonight then, at the old spot. For your sake, I hope you’ve gotten stronger. It takes a lot more than a simple seal to stop me these days.” With that, the Prince continued his journey to his bedroom, leaving Phoenix standing in the hall alone.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   As the sun dissolved, leaving the Kingdom to depend on torches to fend off the darkness, there was little the citizens of Hell could do about the overwhelming coldness that came with it. Most devils lit fires in their own homes if they were lucky enough to live in a home with a fireplace. Sometimes, families would have to resort to lighting small fires in barrels inside of their homes. Every so often, a barrel-fire would blaze out of control and burn a house down.
 
   Phoenix arrived at the private courtyard after the sun had fully dissipated. Although he’d gotten used to training with his new team there, he couldn’t help but think of the old days, when he was a young boy going to spar with the Prince. Just like old times, Darko had arrived first and was already sitting in the grass meditating. As Phoenix marched nearer, the Prince surprised him by suddenly leaping up to his feet.
 
   “I thought you wouldn’t come,” Darko said.
 
   “I invited you,” Phoenix replied. “It would be rude of me to not show up to the meeting I arranged.”
 
   “So then,” Darko said, reaching for the hilt of his sword strapped to his back. “What do you want to talk about?” The Prince pulled out the big blade Infernos, holding the sword at his side.
 
   Phoenix was not without his own sword, which he pulled from its sheath. He held his katana at the ready in a defensive stance. “I’m worried about you,” he said.
 
   Darko leapt forward swinging his massive sword. Phoenix jumped aside, missing the blade completely. Darko was prepared for that however and didn’t miss a beat as he swung his blade to the side. Phoenix was forced to block with his own sword, but wasn’t prepared for the power of the Prince. His katana shook violently and his footing slipped. He jumped away, knowing that if he stayed locked in a struggle for power he would likely lose.
 
    “Worried? About me?” Darko asked. “How so?” The Prince continued his assault, swinging down again on Phoenix. The two traded blows evenly, but Phoenix knew the Prince was holding back. He knew Darko would want this to last as long as possible.
 
   “I fear you may have been driven to madness by what happened that day,” Phoenix said while deflecting a blow.
 
   “That day?” Darko repeated, sounding clueless. “I’m afraid I don’t know what day you’re talking about!” Instead of coming at him with another sword swipe, Darko dropped low and knocked Phoenix’s legs out from under him. The man rolled along the ground fleeing from Darko’s sword jabs.
 
   Phoenix stopped rolling away from Darko and swung his legs, knocking the Prince to the ground as well. “You know what day I’m talking about,” Phoenix said as he jumped to his feet. “You were so young and it was such a tragedy, but I really think it messed you up more than anyone cares to admit.”
 
   “Me? Messed up?” Darko sat on the ground and had a good laugh. “No Phoenix, I’m the only person who really understands this world we live in.” Darko jumped to his feet as well, leaning on his giant sword for support. “I figured it all out on that day. What it takes to survive here, and what gets us all killed. It was an eye-opening experience, to say the least!”
 
   “What kind of world will you create for us devils when you take the throne?” Phoenix asked, breathing heavily. “Why did Goddard bring the human boy here?”
 
   “Who knows?” The Prince replied casually with a smirk. “I don’t really care about the throne, or that pathetic human boy. All I care about is getting stronger, strong enough to slay any opponent!”
 
   “You’ll have to forgive me for speaking so casually, but those don’t sound like the words of a leader,” said Phoenix. “Do you really think that’s what your mother had in mind for you when she spoke her last words? When she was murdered right before your young eyes?”
 
   



  
 


Chapter Twenty-Eight: Prince Darko’s Dirge
 
    
 
   Thirty-eight years ago.
 
    Inside the castle basement, seated outside the door to the barracks, napped a Royal Guard soldier. The young man had just pulled double patrol shifts back to back overnight, and having to spend the last few hours seated comfortably in a dim basement wasn’t exactly helping to keep him awake. His head dropped as he slipped into a deep slumber.
 
   A small shadow flickered on the stone wall as a child crept forward. Slowly the boy advanced on his prey, the sleeping soldier. In the boy’s hand was a small bottle filled with sand. The boy crept until he was right next to the napping guard. He carefully removed the cork stopper from the bottle, holding it up to the soldier.
 
   The boy remembered his grandpa’s words when he gave him the bottle as a present for his 8th birthday: “This isn’t any ordinary sand! It’s Sharp Sand, found only in the stone valleys of the West. There are entire pits of this stuff out there that we’re working on removing. It’s dangerous work too, because if you fall into one you don’t only sink and drown… you get sliced to tiny bits too!”
 
   The small boy poured the sharp sand down the soldier’s armor all around his neck. He smiled wickedly, remembering what his grandpa said would happen if someone got a small amount on them: “It itches like you’ve gone mad!” When all the sand was poured into the soldier’s armor, the boy ran back down the hall and hid behind a suit of armor standing next to the wall.
 
   It didn’t take long before the soldier started scratching. Not fully awake yet, the man just scratched away at his neck. The subtle little movements he made while he scratched only made the sand fall deeper down his backside. When he tried scratching his back through his armor but couldn’t reach, the young man shot awake.
 
   Realizing his back itched terribly and he could do nothing to stop it, he jumped up from his chair. This only made the sand spread further, and suddenly his entire body itched. Almost every inch of his body was covered in armor, and no relief came from all of his desperate shaking and scratching and rubbing. 
 
   The pain intensified from all the movement, and the man could take no more. He screamed for help as he started ripping off his armor. The little boy stood watching in secret, giggling to himself quietly. The desperate screams of the man finally attracted the attention of Commander Archen, who came charging out of the barracks door ready for action.
 
   Upon seeing his subordinate rolling around on the ground, crying and screaming while frantically trying to remove his armor, Archen had to stop and think for a second. When the poor man at last pulled his body armor up over his head, he was in for a nasty surprise. Some of the sharp sand spread to his face and hair, making the man cry out in pain for it to stop.
 
   The little boy was cracking up now and couldn’t contain his laughter any longer. His volume betrayed his hiding spot to the Commander, who shouted at the top of his lungs: “Prince Darko! You naughty little bastard!” 
 
   The young Prince ran off cackling like an immature brat, which by all accounts he totally was. At only eight years old, Darko already had a reputation around the castle as a nuisance. He climbed the stairs up to the main level of the castle, running joyously down the halls towards the cafeteria. If a servant got in his way and happened to be carrying something, such as papers, he would jump up and knock them to the floor. If maids were mopping, he would walk right through the area and spit as he went. 
 
   The people showed just enough frustration for Darko to find funny, but would never scold him. He was the Royal Prince, after all. No one had the right to yell at him. There was one person however that always sought to teach the Prince valuable life lessons, no matter what the methods may be. It was that person Darko was running from and avoiding this morning. 
 
   Darko made his way around to the castle lobby. This was one of his favorite spots in the entire castle because on display there was a ‘really cool thing!’ as Darko would say. He directed his attention to the tall pedestal next to the staircase. The top of the pedestal was shaped like a giant fist clenching a weapon. The blade that was stuck in its grasp was a very large sword, but somehow still managed to look small in that giant hand. 
 
   The word INFERNOS was etched into the pedestal, and Darko remembered stories about the man who previously owned the sword. His grandpa Wilhelm used to tell him such wonderful tales about the great hero Aster and his giant sword Infernos. Being a child, Darko just had to pick it up and play with it. Finding no one else in the lobby at the moment, the mischievous little Prince stood on his tippy toes to grab the sword.
 
   His small hands wrapped around the base of the hilt, but he was not tall enough to lift it out. He struggled to rise any higher, but could stretch no further. His next idea was to jump. He did, and felt the hilt rise a little from the fist sculpture. He hopped up and down, pushing the blade up little by little. When it finally popped out it tipped right over, nearly falling on top of the Prince and cutting him in two.
 
   Before that could happen, someone caught the blade. Prince Darko recognized the lucky lady who had just saved him. He was quite familiar with her loving voice and gentle touch. 
 
   “Stupid boy!” the woman cried as she open-palm swatted the boy across the back of his head. “You could have killed yourself!”
 
   Darko stood trembling, the way he always did when his mother punished him. Shakti Satan, Darko’s mother and wife of Al Satan, put Infernos back in its pedestal. The young Queen turned to her son and continued scolding him.
 
   “What do you have to say for yourself?” she asked, grabbing him by his ear so he couldn’t run off like he usually did before a scolding.
 
   “I didn’t do anything wrong!” Darko whined. “Why do you have to be so mean to me?” 
 
   “Because no one else will!” Shakti said. With her long, fiery red hair, Shakti was the spittin’ image of her future daughter, albeit a more mature and ladylike version. “Since you insist on running around causing trouble, I have to be rough on you for the sake of everyone who lives and works in this castle! You’re a terrible burden on everyone, you know?”
 
   Darko began to launch into a tantrum, stomping his feet and turning red in the face. Before Shakti could do anything to contain the situation, Commander Archen appeared. Seeing Prince Darko, the Commander shouted “Darko! Stay right there! You’re in big trouble!”
 
   The little Prince tried running, but his mother’s grip on his ear was too tight. Archen approached and informed the Queen of her son’s latest prank. That man ended up scratching a lot of his skin off and had to be knocked unconscious while a team of maids work to scrub off all of the sharp sand. Upon hearing this, Shakti bent the Prince over her knee and started delivering furious spankings.
 
   Shakti was the daughter of Nobles, and had a very strict upbringing. Seeing her son run rampant around the castle every day causing trouble was a terrible disgrace, but she was doing the best she could. After all, she was practically raising the child on her own. Her husband was no help.
 
   Unfortunately for everyone, King Al Satan was the little Prince’s idol. Ever since the day Darko realized what it meant to be a Prince, he decided he’d become exactly like his dad. The trouble with that idea was that the King was a lazy, disgusting, flabby type of person. Darko was attracted to his lifestyle of always getting his way and never having to lift a finger for anything. He fantasized about the day he would be the King, and what he would make his men do to amuse him.
 
   After a painful round of punishment spankings from his mom, the little Prince’s little bottom was beet red. Tears streamed down the Prince’s face as he cried for it to stop. Finally his mom set him down on his feet and pressed her forehead against his.
 
   “Shhhh,” she cooed. “No more crying. A little Prince should be strong,” she said planting a kiss on his forehead. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” he repeated over and over, sobbing.
 
   “If you want to play with swords, all you had to do is ask,” Shakti said, smiling.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Later that day, Shakti arranged for Darko to be given a lesson in swordplay. The teacher was a man by the name of Sepultura, a rising star among the Royal Guard. Sepultura really wanted to be made the new Commander of the Royal Guard, so he did pretty much anything the King or Queen asked for. On this day, he was especially happy that the Queen had essentially given him permission to beat up on the Prince.
 
   And that’s exactly what happened. Sepultura gave Darko a wooden practice sword and evaluated his ‘skills’. The Prince held the sword all wrong and swung it like a stick. He looked pathetic, even for a child. When Darko moved in to strike at his teacher, Sepultura easily evaded and smacked the Prince across his back with the wooden blade.
 
   Darko started crying and threw down his sword. “I quit!” he screamed. “I hate it!” He started to throw another tantrum, and his mom rushed in to comfort him. 
 
   “Dummy!” she yelled, cracking him in the back of his head. “Pick your sword back up and keep going!”
 
   “I don’t wanna!” Darko cried. “Daddy never has to fight! Why should I? I wanna be just like daddy!”
 
   Shakti slapped Darko lightly across his face. The Prince was stunned, his tears momentarily stopping. Then the pain kicked in and the dam broke. The Prince wailed in pain, crying like a newborn baby. Shakti pulled her son in close for an embrace.
 
   “Shhhh,” she cooed. “You’re my little Prince, but you have a responsibility to get strong.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Prince’s should be strong,” she said, pulling away and looking into her son’s eyes. “Strong enough to protect…” her hands instinctively found their way down to her rounded belly, gently caressing and caring for the new life forming there.
 
    
 
   After being excused from the lesson for the rest of the day, Prince Darko headed out into the Castle Courtyard. Sometimes the nobles would gather in the yard to chat about current events. They would often bring their children to socialize as well, and Darko was well known to all the young Nobles. His reputation for being a nuisance to adults was  legendary; but among the children, he was known as a bully. He charged up to a group of children gathered to look at a boy’s toy sword. Darko pushed his way past several smaller children and approached the boy.
 
   “What a pathetic looking sword!” the Prince said to the boy.
 
   The children backed up a safe distance and whispered to each other, frightened. “It’s Darko!” they said. “Get back!”
 
   Darko grabbed the child’s toy sword and pretended to inspect it closely. The boy tried to be nice and tell the Prince about how his father had made it for him before dying in the last demon war. Darko ignored him and snapped the thin wooden sword in half on his leg. The boy choked up, unable to comprehend the Prince’s level of cruelty, but Darko was not done yet.
 
   The Prince tossed one end of the sword onto the grass in front of the boy, and the other end he threw at a nearby Royal Guard who had his back turned. The guard turned around, furious. “It was him!” The Prince said, accusing the now crying boy. That was all the proof the soldier needed, and ran over to detain the problem child. The boy’s mother came rushing in at all the commotion and ended up detained as well.
 
   Darko sat back and laughed at the entire spectacle. He turned to his peers to see the smiles on their faces, but they were not laughing with him. Everyone stared, wide-eyed and terrified at the Prince’s act of unwarranted nastiness. The kids all turned and fled back to their parents. Two guards led the sobbing boy and his shouting mother out of the Royal Courtyard. 
 
   “Congratulations,” said a voice from behind him. Darko turned to see a boy he knew from the yard.
 
   “What do you want, Phoenix?” Darko said. He had had run-ins with Phoenix in the past couple of months. The boy always found a way to annoy the Prince.
 
   “I saw what you did there,” Phoenix said. “That wasn’t very nice of you.”
 
   “I don’t care, it was funny!” The Prince insisted. “I’m the Prince of Hell, I can do whatever I want!” 
 
   “You can,” Phoenix replied. “But should you?” 
 
   “Shut up, Phoenix,” Darko said, and turned to walk away.
 
   “Oh Darko,” Phoenix called to him. “I was saying congratulations about your new sibling.”
 
   New sibling? Darko thought to himself as he walked off. What’s he talking about? Across the courtyard, Darko spotted two men chatting. They happened to be standing next to a large raised flowerbed, which would provide the perfect cover for a small child…
 
    
 
   “With any luck the queen will squeeze out another boy!” one of the men said.
 
   “Wouldn’t it just be great to have a Prince that wasn’t a total brat?” the other man asked. 
 
   “We need a new Prince to replace the rotten one we’ve already got!”
 
   Darko listened in on all of this from the bushes. He sat hugging his knees, trying to hold back his tears.
 
   “I wish Wilhelm would take the throne back from that slob, Al,” the men continued chatting.
 
   “Did you hear about how he won his wife?”
 
   “Do tell!”
 
   “Shakti never wanted to marry Al. Who would? It was her parents that offered her hand in marriage when the King happened to spot her in the courtyard one day. He fell in love at first sight, and her parents were willing to offer their only daughter to get into the Royal family.”
 
   “That’s a real shame.”
 
   “A shame that Al’s bloodline won’t end with him!”
 
   “You can already tell that child is going to end up just like his idiot father.”
 
   Darko could take no more and leapt out from the bushes. He landed on top of one of the men and started biting his ear. The man screamed, and his companion helped pull the young Prince off. Royal Guards moved in and helped contain the young biting Prince.
 
   After a lengthy lecture (and another good slap upside his head) from his mother, Darko was sent to bed early with no supper. That night he twisted and turned in bed, stewing in paranoia. That was the first time he ever heard anyone speak ill of his father. He didn’t even know people could talk about the King like that. He fantasized about being King and how he would handle people who spoke about him in such a way. He dreamed about torturing the men violently until they died a very slow and painful death.
 
   His thoughts turned to his new sibling. His mother confirmed it in her lecture, citing her hesitation to tell him as reasoning behind Darko’s sudden outbursts. When Darko asked if they knew if the baby would be a boy or a girl, Shakti shook her head. She told him there was no way to know until the baby comes in a few months. Staring at his mother, Darko couldn’t help but remember something the men had been saying.
 
   Shakti never wanted to Marry Al!
 
   Darko realized he only saw his parents together when it was for some special event. Only when they were in front of the crowds did they appear affectionate towards each other. Behind the scenes, in the privacy of their family life, the vibe was totally different. His mother would always stand so far away from him... Darko didn’t yet know how parents made babies, but he imagined it couldn’t of been much fun for mommy if she didn’t like daddy.
 
   That baby presented another problem. What if what the men were saying was true? What if the people end up liking the new Prince more, and people wanted him to be the King next instead? Darko knew that would mean being cast aside. He grew fearful that a future son would replace him by the people’s demand.
 
   The next day, Darko launched a new initiative: to change people’s minds about how they viewed the Prince. He wandered the halls in the early hours when the Royal Guard members were changing shifts. The young Prince would pat each of them on the back and say pleasant things like “good work out there boys” and “the future King of Hell appreciates your hard work!”
 
   He moved on to another part of the castle where a group of servants were walking. The Prince started running towards them, but the adults caught on and sped away. He called out that he only wanted to help them, but they didn’t even turn around to look at him. His next attempt at helping someone would be his last.
 
   He saw a Royal Guard drop his sword and bend over in pain. Darko took the opportunity to rush over and pick up the sword, handing it back to the guard. “Here you go!” Darko said, forcing a childish smile. The soldier locked eyes with the Prince, and the boy realized he knew this man. The hundreds of tiny cuts on the man’s face were what gave it away. It was the Prince’s sharp sand victim from the other day.
 
   “Little demon!” he shouted, snatching his sword from the Prince. The soldier leaned in close to Darko and whispered. “I hope they have a new Prince to replace you.” He forced himself to stand up and storm away, leaving Darko on the verge of tears.
 
   The Prince spent the next few hours in his room crying. It was then that he was struck with a genius idea. If another boy is born, all I have to do is kill him while he’s still a baby! If he never grows up, they won’t like him better than me!
 
   Darko harbored these feelings for the remaining months of his mother’s pregnancy. At last, the day came when he was informed: his mother went into labor in the middle of the night. His new sibling had been born! All those feelings of paranoia and hatred came rushing back to him, and Darko remembered his vow to kill the baby if it turned out to be a boy.
 
   The King and Queen kept the gender of the baby a tight-lipped secret in those first few hours. Only two servants and the King were allowed in the room during the birth, and those two servants were sworn to secrecy under penalty of death. The only way Darko was going to figure out the gender was by going straight to the source. He took off towards the private birthing room to find out if he would have to murder his new brother. 
 
   A lone servant stood outside the room, keeping anyone who would try to peek in and get a glimpse of the new royalty out. He was told to allow Darko to enter, however, and the boy slipped right past him. In the dim room, his mom lay on a small bed, covered up to her waist with blankets. Cradled in her arms was the tiny new sibling.
 
   So small, Darko thought. So weak!
 
   Shakti told her son to enter and sit on the bed with her. The boy crawled up next to his mom and hugged her, staring down at the new baby. He hadn’t seen many babies before, and could not tell by the face if it were a boy or girl. 
 
   “What is it?” he asked, confused. “Boy or girl?”
 
   “I can’t tell you, sweetie,” Shakti said. “When people find out, it’s going to cause a commotion. I’m not ready to deal with that just yet. But I will tell you your new sibling’s name if you promise not to repeat it to anyone.”
 
   “I promise! Please tell me!”
 
   “Shiva,” Shakti said, her voice full of love as she stared down at the red-haired baby cradled in her arms.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Darko had no idea what gender the name Shiva belonged to. He went to bed that night still wondering, hoping it wouldn’t take long to find out. While he was in bed pondering it over, a different sort of evil was making its way undetected through the castle halls. The creature in question climbed along the walls and ceiling, avoiding any guards positioned on the ground.
 
   How did such an odd sight pass by hundreds of guards undetected? There was no sight to be seen. The demon was equipped with a unique ability called camouflage. It could change the colors of its body to blend in with anything, even the walls and ceiling. This sneaky demon made its way toward the private birthing room, where it could smell the delicious scent of newborn devil. The creature’s forked tongue flicked out of its mouth, tasting the late night air. Its tongue was the only thing that wasn’t camouflaged, and could be seen if anyone were around to see it.
 
   Darko decided he could wait no longer to find out the baby’s gender. The thoughts of murder were eating away at him now, and he just had to go peek in on his mom and the new baby. He hoped he could catch them while they slept. The Prince got out of bed and left his room, trembling with nervous excitement.
 
   On the opposite side of the castle, outside the Queen’s private room, a pair of toothy jaws appeared floating above the lone servant standing there. The servant was beginning to nod off, completely unaware as the jaws clamped down around his head. He struggled, but made no sounds besides stomping his feet. His body was pulled up and disappeared into thin air.
 
   Darko walked through the castle lobby, noticing the guards posted there looked tired and groggy. He walked around the staircase to the unguarded pedestal were Infernos was displayed. With a wicked smile, Darko repeated his plan to pull the sword out. Stepping on the base of the pedestal gave him an extra inch of height, and he managed to slide the sword out with no problems…almost.
 
   The sword was heavy, and would have crashed to the floor and created a racket if not for Darko’s quick thinking. The Prince gripped the hilt as tight as he could and fell back with it. His body absorbed all the force of the fall, and the blade didn’t crash down on the floor or make a single sound. The boy counted his luck as a positive sign and continued to creep silently towards his mother’s room, struggling to carry with him the giant weapon.
 
   There was no longer anyone standing watch in front of the Queen’s room. The demon snuck in through the door completely unnoticed as the Queen slept. The baby cradled in her arms was silently sleeping as well. It was almost too easy. The pair of jaws became visible, opening right next to the little baby’s head. The demon was only seconds away from biting down on the child, but a sound coming from the hallway gave it pause.
 
    It sounded like metal being dragged across stone. The demon froze in place as the sound came nearer. It was right outside the room when it stopped. A second later, the door creaked open and little Darko’s head popped into the room. In the dim light, the little boy saw the large set of jaws hovering close to his mom. The Prince paused.
 
   “Teeth?” he said, confused.
 
   Before the boy could make any more noise to ruin the moment, the demon sprang forward. All Darko saw was an open mouth flying at him, with rows of sharp teeth about to bite down. That didn’t happen, as the demon was blasted from behind with a fireball. The demon fell to the stone floor in front of Darko, it’s camouflage ability turning off to reveal the monster.
 
   The creature looked like an enormous lizard, but its head resembled a snake. Darko turned his attention to his mom, the one who threw the fireball. She cradled baby Shiva in her arms, who was beginning to stir and whine.
 
   “Darko, run!” Shakti shouted. But the boy was frozen in terror. He’d never seen a demon up close before. The creature shot back up on its feet and evaluated the situation. The boy was nothing more than a pest, it decided. It would need to deal with the mother, who acted as the protector and only true threat.
 
   The demon flipped around and faced Shakti. She readied another fireball in her hands. “Go, now!” she shouted at her son. Darko heeded her call and closed the door. Shakti lobbed fireballs at the creature, but once it activated its camouflage again she lost sight of it. Still in bed gripping baby Shiva, who was now crying, Shakti tossed flames all over the room looking to get a lucky hit on the invisible demon.
 
   In the hall, Darko panicked. He managed to calm himself down and think. This could work out perfectly for him if his new brother died in a demon attack… And he could bust in just in time to help save his mom! He’d be a hero! Everyone would love him! It was a crazy, terrible plan but it worked in his childish mind. Gripping the massive sword that he couldn’t even properly lift, Darko flung the door open and entered the room again.
 
   What he saw didn’t make any sense. His mother sat in bed peacefully, still gripping his shrieking sibling. Half of her head was missing though. Everything above her mouth appeared to have turned invisible. Streams of blood trickled down her cheeks and mixed with tears. She could no longer move her body.
 
   “Darko, is that you…?” Shakti asked, her voice only a dying whisper.
 
   “It’s me mom!” Darko shouted. “Don’t die!”
 
   “You have to be strong, Darko,” Shakti whispered. The demon chomped down further on her, and her mouth disappeared before leaving one last cryptic message. “Become strong enough to…-” her words ended there as her entire head disappeared. Shakti’s body went limp, and the crying baby in her arms fell to the stone floor. 
 
   The demon let go of the woman. Now dead, she would cause no more problems. The baby was noisy, but he would take care of the boy first. If he ran, he might cause problems. The baby would have to wait to be eaten in a minute. 
 
   The Prince felt a jolt of something he had never felt before. It was a stabbing sharp pain to his heart, similar to how he felt when those men had talked about his father. It was the pain of witnessing his mother die right in front of him, her last words burned into his mind. Somewhere in his subconscious, his body tapped into the hidden power of the Satan bloodline. 
 
   Those with Satan blood flowing through them are always mighty warriors, even from birth. For King Al Satan, that power had never awoken. But for Darko, that time came now. With the hero’s sword in his hands, the boy overflowed with wild soul power. As the demon lunged forward, the boy swung the sword with all his might. He kept his eyes closed the whole time, and when next he opened them he saw the demon impaled on the end of his blade.
 
   It appeared dead for a moment, and then sprang back to life snarling at the Prince and trying to grab him with its long claws. Another ability of Darko’s activated abruptly, and a huge burst of flames escaped from Darko’s hands. The flame was channeled through the tiny holes in the hilt of Infernos, through the sword and out several vents along the edge of the blade. The demon burned alive from the inside out.
 
   The young Prince’s soul power vanished in an instant and he dropped the heavy blade. Everything was eerily quiet, save for the sound of the baby crying and several voices from far off outside the room. Darko wiped the tears from his face and tried not to look at his mother’s unmoving body.
 
   The boy could no longer ignore the horrid sounds coming from the crying baby on the floor. It was that sound that snapped him back into reality. At once, he remembered his plan. Now might be his only shot at eliminating the newborn Prince that would replace him. He had to move quickly and carry out his plan.
 
   The Prince went to the baby. Pulling the crying child off the floor, he held it up and allowed the blankets to fall off. The mystery was finally solved, and the Prince was overcome with joy at what he saw (or rather didn’t see).
 
   A girl! he thought. Baby Shiva stopped crying at the sight of her big brother, standing over her and gripping the baby like a football. She looked up at him and knew she was safe, and that subconscious instinct imprinted on her for the rest of her life.
 
   As the servants and guards poured into the room, the horror of the scene sunk in. People screamed and cried out for their dead Queen. The King arrived on the scene later, breaking down and crying like the little baby Shiva. Darko sat in the corner while a team of servants covered the Queen’s body with a large sheet.
 
   It’s a girl. That means I win. From this day on, it doesn’t matter what happens to her. As long as I can become King… That surge of power I felt, was it…rage? It felt nice. Maybe I should take up training, so I can feel that again. After all, I never want to get killed by a demon like that…
 
   As a team of servants carried out the dead bodies of the demon and the Queen, Darko caught a final glimpse of his mother’s remains. His eyes watered up again and the tears began flowing anew. A servant came by and placed the baby Shiva in Darko’s arms, thinking maybe holding his new sister would calm him down. Darko looked on her with wicked new eyes.
 
   Mother died because of you, he thought. She was strong and you were weak. You should have been the one to die here tonight! Not mom… The boy let his tears fall onto his baby sister. The Prince cradled the baby in his arms, pulling Shiva’s head close to his.
 
   “Shiva, my dear sister,” he whispered softly to her. “Don’t expect me to save your life ever again.”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Back to the present.
 
   Swords clashed as Darko and Phoenix continued trading blows. Even with both their soul powers active, Phoenix simply could not keep up with the Prince’s extraordinary speed. Darko would appear to be right next to Phoenix, and then in a flash he’d disappear and attack from behind instead. Any moment now Phoenix knew he’d slip up.
 
   “Strength and power are good to have, but only when they’re used to help people!” Phoenix shouted. He had to get his message out, no matter what.
 
   “Only the weak need help, and they do not deserve it,” Darko replied lowering his blade at last. “I have no more to discuss with you.” He strapped his sword to the holder on his back and walked away.
 
   Phoenix left the yard alive, but his mission had failed. He was there that night to see if there was any shred of decency left in the Prince. If so, he might have changed his plans. But the short walk down memory lane he’d just experienced proved beyond a shadow of a doubt: Phoenix knew there was just no way to save the Prince of Hell.
 
    
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Part Three
 
    
 
   



  
 


Chapter Twenty-Nine: The Royal Wedding
 
    
 
   Minutes before the morning sun was formed, a knocking on his door stirred Ash from bed. Flinging open the door in his underwear, the boy was greeted by a package laying on the ground and a courier boy already speeding off to his next destination. Ash scooped up the package and disappeared back into his flat, leaving a small fireball outside the door to become part of the morning sun.
 
   Ash dressed and made use of the bathroom before his snoozing roommate could bogart it from him. When he emerged from the bathroom he was once again wearing his black peacoat, which had been repaired and improved by Gio. He took a moment to pin his flame-wing badge back on the lapel of the coat before going to Aura’s bedside and shoving his friend to the floor.
 
    
 
   The two boys moved quickly through the streets of North Hell. When they arrived at the castle courtyard gates they hit a traffic jam. Hundreds of people were gathered around the gates, all vying for admittance to the Royal wedding. It was so hectic the Royal Guard had to get involved, stationing more soldiers than ever in the castle. The boys waited in a line, which was really more of a chaotic mob, for nearly an hour before reaching the gate.
 
   Inside the courtyard, the situation did not improve. More people were gathered here, apparently waiting for the truly invited guests to be allowed inside the castle. Ash and Aura scanned the crowd for familiar faces, but they were too far back to see any. They tried pressing forward through the throng of people but made little progress. The boys became held up behind a large couple of loud Nobles. 
 
   Ash heard his name being called and turned to the left to see Yazma Bethilda, his flame teacher, not far away. Ash smiled at the lovely-looking woman, and she made her way over to join them.
 
   “Yo, Yazma!” Aura shouted in a surprised, joyous tone. “You look beautiful!”
 
   In keeping with her gothic appearance, Yazma wore a very low-cut, lacy black dress. Her long black hair was even tied up neatly with a big red bow. Lastly she wore black lipstick, which was the first application of lipstick Ash had seen since coming to Hell.
 
   “Nice to see you, Ash,” Yazma said, ignoring Aura as always.
 
   “Hi Yazma,” Ash greeted her. “I’ve gotten a lot better with my flames.”
 
   “We all have!” Aura added. “Me especially.”
 
   “Oh look,” Yazma said and pointed to the castle. “It’s Goddard.”
 
   The Royal Advisor stood at the top of the steps near the gate into the castle. Holding a megaphone, Goddard addressed the crowd. “Friends and family, thank you for being with us on this adjective day. In just a short moment we’re going to open the castle gates and allow you all in. Once inside, you will walk at a brisk pace in whatever direction doesn’t have an armed guard blocking the way. Understood?”
 
   There was a mild response from the crowd, but mostly just blank stares. Goddard took that to mean that no one had any questions. He began to pace the wall heading back to the stairs but remembered something and spun around to address the people again. “Oh, and my gang,” he said, scouring the crowd for Ash and Aura. “Ah, there you are. You’ll have assigned seats inside, so just look for your names.”
 
   “I guess we just make our way inside then,” Ash said while watching Goddard walk away. 
 
   When the guards moved to open the castle gates, the monstrous crowd took on a more demonic presence. Everyone pushed forward and people got knocked over. Ash thought at one point he was standing on top of someone as he was being pressed into the backside of a large smelly man in front of him. Inside the castle, the familiar spacious lobby now felt like a single small hallway. The walls were made out of Royal Guards.
 
   The throng walked steadily now, less agitated and just happy to be inside the castle. Many of them had never been inside the castle before. The citizens dressed in their most fancy clothing, which meant a lot of suits that looked like they were from the American 1800s. Ash felt out of place in his peacoat among all the frilly dresses and blouses. Aura wore his coat the traditional way, with his arms through the sleeves, out of respect to his captain.
 
   Their trip through the castle halls led the boys past the cafeteria and around to the back of the castle. Ash and Aura weren’t familiar with this section of the castle, as it had little to offer the boys. The only thing back there was a chapel, and neither of them had cared enough to check it out before. The wall of Royal Guards deposited everyone into the great chapel where they spread out and started filling the pews.
 
   After losing Yazma in the crowd, Ash and Aura waited in line to get up to the front row of pews. Their thinking was that Shiva reserved them front row seats, so that’s where they thought they should go. When they finally arrived at the front of the chapel they saw who was actually seated there.
 
   Nobles. Glebeck, Bliley, Machmann, and Rumbaugh. All dressed in frilly outfits and pale makeup. They shot the boys smug looks, clearly proud of their prime seating. Even Commander Stryd was seated in the front row, staring at the boys with a satisfied smirk. They didn’t recognize anyone else and assumed their seats must be back another row. When they searched the next row, they found it was also full. The boys continued to search every row of pews in reverse, fighting against the stray people desperately trying to cram into every small crack they could find.
 
   All the way in the back of the room, in the far corner of the very first pew, two small nametags sat saving the tiny space. Ash and Aura packed themselves into the tight opening. Right away Aura noticed the man seated directly in front of them was his father. Ash followed his friend’s gaze and at the sight of his teacher he instinctively tapped him on the shoulder to say hi.
 
   “You made it in,” Ash said.
 
   Amos turned around, surprised. “Oh, Ash, Aura” he said. “How’s that bathhouse? Swanky, right? Oh! I’m supposed to ask Aura how Frank the reporter is doing!”
 
   “Frank the… what are you talking about?” Ash asked, confused. He looked to his friend. Aura sat quietly, his eyes diverted and cheeks red with embarrassment.
 
   “Oh he knows what I mean!” Amos said with a grin. Seeing that he was embarrassing his son, the man turned his attention back to Ash. “Is this your first traditional devil wedding?”
 
   “Yeah,” Ash replied. “I hear they’re long and dull.”
 
   “Well you’ve certainly got the best spot if you wanted to sneak in a little nap during the ceremony,” Amos said with a childish smile.
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind,” Ash said. His eyes scoured the crowd around him and he discovered two of Phoenix’s friends, Dismas and Lionel, sitting in the opposite corner. Ash thought it odd that Phoenix wouldn’t even allow his closest friends to sit up front. 
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Across the hall from the chapel was a series of private dressing rooms occupied by the wedding party. Goddard paced to and fro barking orders and giving time updates to the people inside. 
 
   “Ten more minutes, groom!” he shouted while knocking on Phoenix’s door. “How do those slacks fit, My Lord?” he asked King Satan through his door. 
 
   “This is nonsense!” Al Satan cried. Goddard poked his head into the room and saw the King struggling to stuff himself into a pair of dress slacks. “They fit me yesterday!” Al insisted.
 
   “Tailor!” Goddard shouted, and Gio came running.
 
   “Is it the slacks?” Gio asked, charging into the room without even knocking. “What the heck? Those things fit yesterday! We’re going to have to do some last minute tailoring!” Gio pulled a small sewing kit out from his suit pocket, and brandishing the thread and needle like a weapon, pounced on the King’s pants.
 
   Goddard ignored their struggle and moved onto Shiva’s room. “Ten minutes, bride!”
 
   Inside the room, Shiva did not feel like bride on her wedding day. She was nervous and uncomfortable staring at her reflection in the full-length mirror. The dress Gio had made for her was pretty, but it was not her style. She couldn’t wait to get back in her armor again. Her face had more makeup on it than she’d ever worn in her life, and even wearing her hair down and curled made her feel like a visitor in her own body.
 
   Staring at the unfamiliar sight of herself, she became lost in thought.  Ash’s words kept replaying in her head, and now of all times she was starting to question if maybe Ash was right. She wondered if she would enjoy being married to Phoenix. A light knocking on her door snapped her out of her trance. “What, Goddard? I’m ready!” she shouted.
 
   “Hey girl,” Gio said, poking his head into the room. “Mind if I come in and chat?”
 
   “Weren’t you busy helping my father?” Shiva asked.
 
   “Oh I took care of him real quick,” Gio assured her ominously. “So how are you feeling? It’s always normal to experience some pre-wedding jitters.”
 
   “Gio, I’ve known you for a while now,” Shiva said. “Do you think I’m making the right decision here?”
 
   “I think as long as you’re happy, you are making the correct decision,” Gio said with a smile. Shiva replied with a weak smile, attempting to fool Gio into thinking that his advice had brought her some relief. “You are happy, aren’t you?”
 
   “I am, I mean I was, I mean I will be…” Shiva stammered. Gio raised a curious eyebrow, and she continued. “I’m definitely the happiest I’ve been in my life. I’m finally leading my own team, I’ve got a cool fiancé who’s an old buddy, it’s all good. It’s just…”
 
   “You have a crush on one of your teammates!” Gio said, his eyes wide with excited gossip. “Well who is it, Ash or Aura?”
 
   “No, Gio, that’s definitely not it,” Shiva insisted with a passion. “It’s just that I was perfectly happy before getting engaged to Phoenix. Now things are gonna go changing... What if I’ve ruined the best thing I ever had?”
 
   “Why don’t you do what I always do,” said Gio. “Picture the last time you were really happy. If you can recreate that moment or memories like it again in the future, then I think you’ll be okay,” he said. Gio then exited the room with a smile and a wave, leaving Shiva to give his advice a try.
 
   She shut her eyes and scanned her memories back through the last few months, certain the magical memory of happiness would be one that involved Phoenix. Shiva pulled memories like books off the shelves in her mind, flipping through each one, looking for the best parts, and finally putting it back to reach for another.
 
   Then a strange memory popped into her head. She thought back on a time just last week when she had been sparring with Ash. The boy had hit her with an unexpected punch to her jaw, which actually floored the girl. She dropped to the grass and gripped her chin in pain.
 
   “Oh my gosh, I really got you there! I’m sorry!” Ash said, dropping to his knees beside her to assess the damage.
 
   “It’s fine,” Shiva said. “It didn’t hurt.” The red patch of skin around her mouth indicated otherwise, and the girl itched with the urge to rub her aching face.
 
   “No, I totally hit you with almost all my strength! That had to hurt!” Ash insisted. He started laughing to himself. “You’re really going to pretend it didn’t hurt? Not even a little?”
 
   Shiva’s entire face turned red at having been found out, but the girl just looked away. “It really didn’t hurt.”
 
   “It totally hurt! Just admit it!”
 
   The two fought back and forth about it for a while, and eventually Aura joined the conversation. The memory stopped there, and to Shiva’s surprise she found herself smiling when she looked at her reflection in the mirror.
 
   “Groom! It’s time!” came more shouting from Goddard in the hall. “Let’s get this wedding started!”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The sappy organ music came to an end as the priest took his place at the front of the chapel. The entire crowd stood at his command “All rise!” A fresh round of music began courtesy of the organ player, but this time it was more upbeat and pleasant. Everyone’s head turned as Phoenix entered the chapel and slowly marched down the aisle. Ash was instantly jealous of his black long coat.  Phoenix lumbered proudly to the altar, standing to the right of the priest.
 
   The music changed to a different, ‘here comes the bride’ kind of sound. Shiva was finally putting the ‘lady’ in Lady Shiva. As she entered the chapel there were gasps of awe and wonder all throughout the crowd. Ash and Aura were paralyzed in surprise. Shiva actually looked like a girl!
 
   She looked so good in fact, most people overlooked the sad sight of her flabby father clutching onto her. He was trying his hardest not to cry, but his twisted face was giving away his grief. The two of them pushed forward until they reached the altar and joined Phoenix and the priest. King Al Satan stood off to the side awkwardly, trying to stay involved.
 
   The priest began by allowing everyone to sit down. He thanked the people for coming and launched into a speech about what marriage meant. The speech led into a song when a choir of four men in white robes was brought in to sing. The priest continued talking, this time about Shiva. The poor bride was blushing, but it was from embarrassment. 
 
   After her life-story was wrapped up, the choir then had to sing a traditional devil love song in her honor. They said the song was meant to bring her good luck in her marriage, but all it did was make her more uncomfortable. Worse yet was Phoenix standing right next to her looking as cool and composed as ever. 
 
   The priest then went into a super awkward speech about how they give many thanks to God. Looking around the room, Ash saw mixed results. Some devils nodded along in agreement while others appeared stone faced. The nobles hated it, but put up with it because of their ‘traditional values’ they were so proud of.
 
   Ash couldn’t take much more of this, and they were only one hour in. The boy dug in his pockets looking for the hidden treasure he’d brought along. Tapping Aura on the shoulder, Ash handed his friend an earphone. “Put this in your ear,” Ash whispered. Aura wearily followed his instructions and mimicked his friend. Ash pushed ‘play’ on the mp3 player in his pocket, and Aura was blown away.
 
   “Whoa! This is awesome!” Aura shouted over the music in his ear. All eyes were on him suddenly, and Ash was the one who got embarrassed. “This wedding sure is awesome!” Aura said, sheepishly trying to save face. Everyone focused on the bride and groom again.
 
   “The music is only playing in our ears,” Ash whispered.
 
   “It’s like carrying around a little band in your pocket!” Aura said with admiration. 
 
   “I never thought of it that way.”
 
   The next few hours would have been tough without the mp3 player. Although they couldn’t hear a word of what was being said, they could tell by the crowd’s dead expressions that it wasn’t anything spectacular. The choir sang several more songs throughout the morning and Ash had a bit of fun pretending they were singing whatever song was playing through his earphones. 
 
   It was high noon when the bride and groom abruptly turned and walked out of the chapel. “Is that it?” Ash asked, turning his music off.
 
   “Intermission,” Amos said from in front of them. “Take the opportunity to grab a snack or use the bathrooms.”
 
   Ash and Aura hopped up and joined the crowd marching out of the chapel. The Royal Guards still formed a protective barrier around most of the castle, but they did leave the path to the cafeteria open. That’s where Ash and Aura found a buffet of delicious-looking food ready and waiting for them. They hopped in line with all the wedding guests and waited to get dished up.
 
   Ash spaced out, staring into the distant empty corner of the cafeteria. Aura studied his friend, trying his best to guess what he was thinking. The entire morning Ash had looked distant and bothered. When they picked up their trays and began scooping up items ala Carte, Aura inquired how Ash was feeling.
 
   “I’m fine,” Ash insisted. “I don’t think the battery on the mp3 player will last much longer, though. I kind of wanted to save it for as long as possible, too. So this next half will probably be even worse because we won’t have music.”
 
   The boys picked and chose various plates of food and found an open table. “It doesn’t have to get worse,” Aura said as they sat. “I’ve got an idea for us to get out of here and have some fun.”
 
   “And miss the rest of the wedding?”
 
   “Believe me, you won’t be missing anything. Everyone talks and/or sings for six more hours. There’s even an hour-long portion coming up where the bride and groom go into a different room and recite their private vows to one another while the crowd just sits there in silence!”
 
   “Wow, that does sound boring. What’s your idea then?”
 
   “With security all ramped up around the castle, they must have made cutbacks to certain lower-priority areas. I’m betting at this exact moment, we could sneak down into the castle basement and get a peek at what Goddard didn’t want us to see down there!” 
 
   “No way,” Ash said. “We’ll get caught for sure.”
 
   “Not if we sneak in through the air ducts.”
 
   “What about the rebels?”
 
   “They’re not going to attack! That was all big talk meant to scare us. You saw how guarded this place is. Besides, if the rebels do show up and try something, we’ll just come running to shut them up!”
 
   The two finished their meals while Ash thought on Aura’s proposal. The plan sounded pretty good, actually. Skip a boring wedding ceremony that he was against anyway and snoop around the castle with his new best friend. He would have been a fool to say no, and so when their meals were gone Ash notified his friend. “I’m in.”
 
   They waited until they were the last ones to leave the cafeteria. In the hall, the boys saw the wedding party lining up to enter the chapel. At least, they thought it was the wedding party… Shiva was barely recognizable in a suit of golden armor. The silver suit of armor standing next to her must have been Phoenix in a full body suit. Two more people in suits of armor stood behind them.
 
   One of them was obviously Darko Satan, as the giant sword Infernos strapped to his back gave away his identity. The party marched forward, following the priest back down the chapel aisle. Ash and Aura ducked behind a corner in the hall as the doors were shut from inside. 
 
   “Let’s get going to the prison!” Aura whispered excitedly. Ash couldn’t help but feel a rush of playful joy carry him off to take part in some shenanigans with Aura.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Inside the chapel the wedding party stepped to the front of the altar. The priest began to explain the next phase of the ceremony. The bride and groom, joined by their ‘confidants’ Darko and Dismas, would be entering the sacred chamber. The chamber door was on the far wall and led down a small set of stairs to the sacred chamber, where the couple would exchange vows to be observed by only their most trusted confidants. For the crowd seated outside, it wouldn’t be much of a show. 
 
   The bride and her brother were the first to enter the chamber, followed by Phoenix and Dismas. Once inside, the priest shut the chamber door and closed his eyes in concentration. Placing a hand on the door, the priest strained to muster up some soul power. When he removed his hand, there was a strange circular symbol of markings on the door.
 
   “A seal?” someone in the crowd whispered.
 
   “I don’t remember that part in the tradition…” someone else muttered.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, our valued guests,” the priest said to the room. “I’m afraid you’ve all been deceived. For we are not here to witness a wedding, but an entirely different show: the beginning of a new regime here in Hell!” 
 
   With those words, several men jumped up from the audience clutching swords they must have smuggled in, hidden inside their festive robes. The weapons weren’t the only things smuggled in, as each rebel warrior covered their face with a colorful demon mask as well. People in the audience became scared and panicky. 
 
   “Very soon now, we will be taking control of the Kingdom,” the false priest said. 
 
   “In your wildest dreams!” Commander Stryd barked, standing in opposition to the rebels. “Like my men and I would just sit back and watch!” The only men Stryd had were the two guards positioned in the rear of the chapel, by the door to the hallway. They were outnumbered by the rebels, who had at least ten men armed and on standby. “Let’s go boys! Just like we practiced!”
 
     Just like they practiced in their drills, one soldier remained at the door to keep any rebels from escaping while the other soldier joined his Commander. Stryd stood defiantly before the rebel priest, awaiting his enemy’s attack. When it came, it was from someone the Commander did not expect. The soldier he called to help him held a bloody dagger in his Commander’s side, a demonic mask attached to his face.
 
   “No…” Stryd gasped and choked out. “The rebels have… infiltrated the Royal Guard?” 
 
   “Afraid so,” the priest said. “Sit tight and watch history unfold,” he said, pushing Stryd over. He stepped up to the King and gave him a quick once-over. “And as for you…”
 
   “You know you’re as good as dead already,” King Satan said with a grin. “As soon as my son comes back out, your little game is over!” 
 
   “Oh yes, I’m sorry to inform you that your son and daughter will be encountering their own little trial inside. They’ll be lucky if they come out in one piece,” the rebel priest said, slapping the King with a movement seal. Al froze in place instantly, and just like that the rebels had captured the King of Hell.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Inside the sacred chamber, immediately after being sealed in by the rebel priest, Shiva and Darko waited patiently to be joined by Phoenix and Dismas. The two lingered at the entrance for a moment, as Dismas placed a seal on the inside of the door as well. Darko made note of the small traces of soul power he felt as the two armored figures joined them.
 
   “Has there been a change of plans?” Darko asked, grinning.
 
   “What do you mean, brother?” Shiva asked. “This is when Phoenix and I recite our private vows. Tradition states that the groom should be the one who goes first,” Shiva said, turning to her husband-to-be in armor.
 
   She was caught off guard by a sudden punch from her groom. She was surprised and hurt as her husband-to-be’s armored fist slammed into her cheek. As she tumbled to the floor, one word continued to run through her mind: Why?
 
   She climbed to her feet and addressed her man. “This isn’t the best time for a sparring session, Phoenix…”
 
   “This isn’t a sparring session,” Darko said stepping forward. “And that isn’t Phoenix.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Shiva asked, unable to comprehend what was happening. “Phoenix, quit messing around! Why did you hit me?”
 
   “Because I’m not Phoenix!”  said a very feminine voice. ‘Phoenix’ lifted his helmet’s facemask to reveal that ‘he’ was actually a ‘she’.
 
   “Leona?” Shiva said in disbelief. “You want to marry me?”
 
   “Bwahahaha!” Dismas burst into laughter. “No, its nothing like that! We’re just here to regretfully inform you that Phoenix couldn’t make it. He had a prior engagement – whoops, what an inappropriate expression given the circumstances!”
 
   “So the wedding is off?” Shiva asked.
 
   “The wedding was never on,” Leona replied. “This has all just been one big distraction to catch the Royal Family off guard. Right now, Phoenix and Lionel are on their way to discovering the Royal Family’s darkest secrets.”
 
   “What!” Shiva said. “What secrets?”
 
   “It’s not our job to tell you anything about that,” said Dismas. “Our job is just to hold you two here for as long as possible. Oh, and since you’ll no longer be needed in the new regime, we’re allowed to kill you if you get in our way!”
 
   “Are you stupid? We won’t stand for that!” Shiva barked, standing beside her excited brother.
 
   “We came prepared to face resistance,” Dismas said. As if to demonstrate that fact, Leona pulled the decorative chains off her suit of armor, revealing them to be much more than just decorations.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   In South Hell, a lone Royal Guard arrived at the watchtower post next to the southern gate. There was already a guard on duty there that stood idly watching the horizon outside of the Kingdom. He allowed a single yawn to escape his mouth as the arriving guard approached him.
 
   “I’ve come to relieve you,” the arriving guard said.
 
   “That so?” the other guard asked. “Wait, my shift isn’t over for another hour…”
 
   The confused guard was then knocked unconscious by a blow to the back of his head from the rebel guard. As the man struggled to stay awake, he saw figures in the distance heading towards the Kingdom walls. He struggled to make sense of what he saw, until the other man threw him over the side of the wall. On the other side of the gate at the other watchtower, another rebel-in-disguise as a Royal Guard soldier was doing the same thing.
 
   The two rebels, seizing control of the gate, were now free to open the Kingdom to their comrades. In a matter of minutes, the gates were wide open to the charging rebels, all wearing colorful demon masks to hide their faces. Some of the rebels burst in riding atop fast and ferocious demons. They had somehow managed to train the beasts, which resembled giant wolves but with short and stubby legs. The first wave of masked rebels invaded South Hell, inciting panic among the people and forcing the Royal Guard into a conflict that the fate of Hell now rested on.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Ash followed Aura all the way around the castle, moving down various halls and up and down staircases all in an effort to avoid running into anyone. It took them longer than Ash had hoped, but finally they made it all the way to the basement and past the Royal Guard barracks, to their destination at the entrance to the prison.
 
   “Why don’t we just go through the door?” Ash asked, seeing no one around to stop them.
 
   “No way! Think, man! The guard’s not in this room, so that mean he’s probably inside the prison somewhere. That’s why we’ll use the vents and go right over him!” Aura browsed the wall for the telltale crack that opened into a secret hatch. “Grab that ladder, and let’s go!”
 
   The boys moved the ladder into place and climbed up into the ventilation shaft, which was already in need of another good cleaning. Aura went in first, and Ash shut the hatch behind them. As the boys passed over the first couple of prison cells via the dusty shaft, they missed a key clue that something was not right. A Royal Guard entered the room behind them, followed by two other men.
 
   “It’s already begun,” said the rebel disguised as a Royal Guard soldier. The rebel-guard opened the prison door, ushering his guests inside. “Hurry! Everything rides on what you may find down there!”
 
   “Don’t worry,” Lionel said. “We’re just going to have a little look-see! Make sure we secure the castle, and we’ll be right back!”
 
   “Leave everything to us,” said Phoenix, stepping towards the entrance.
 
   With that, the two men entered the prison and passed unknowingly right below the two boys, who were also on their way to discovering the secrets hidden within the lowest depths of the prison. 
 
    
 
   



  
 


Chapter Thirty: Rebellion
 
    
 
   Chaos erupted in the streets of South Hell, taking everyone by surprise. Confused civilians fled in terror of the demon-riding rebels. Royal Guards everywhere scrambled to the people’s protection. They hustled to get the citizens safely indoors while a smaller faction engaged the enemy directly. The Royal Guard’s numbers were low, since most of the security focus was on defending the castle.
 
   The rebel’s demon mounts, monstrous wolves with short stubby legs, fought like land sharks. Their powerful, bared fangs were already at ground level, making it extremely difficult for the Royal Guards to get in close and attack. Not only were they on the run from the demon’s fierce bite, but the rebel riders were also raining down fireballs on everyone. 
 
   “What is going on here?” Captain Meeter of South Hell shouted, arriving on the scene. One of the rebels riding atop his demon spotted the Captain’s distinct spiky armor. The rider decided he liked his odds and steered his demon mount towards Meeter. Only seconds away from a nasty chomping, Captain Meeter leapt upward and planted both his armored boots squarely on the rebel’s chest.
 
   The rebel rider dropped to the ground underneath Meeter’s feet. “What is the meaning of all this?” Meeter shouted at him. “What do you rebels want?”
 
   The rebel underfoot strained to lift his head up. “We want… you to…”
 
   “Speak up!” Meeter yelled, pressing his foot down harder. He should have been watching the rebel’s hands though, as the man reached into his side-pack and pulled out a long length of rope. With one solid throw, the rope extended ten feet and almost straight into the jaw of the rider’s demon mount, also known as a wargi.
 
   The wargi clamped down on the rope and shook it like a playful dog. The rebel, still holding onto the other end, was subsequently yanked away from Captain Meeter’s clutches. The Captain fell to the ground as the rebel climbed to his feet, jumping back on his mount.
 
   “We want you to bite the dust! Down with the Satans! Onward to the castle!” The rebel rider and tens of other masked rebel warriors with their own demon wargi mounts took off in the direction of the castle, where more rebels were interrupting the Royal wedding.
 
   Captain Meeter climbed to his feet quickly and would have pursued the demon riders, but more trouble was on its way. An entire crowd of masked rebels armed with weapons and fireballs marched in from the open gates. Behind them in the distance, a growing crowd of curious demons approached. Meeter gulped, knowing he was in over his head. 
 
   “Attention Royal Guards of South Hell,” Meeter screamed at the top of his lungs. “Defeat the rebels! Do not let them take the castle!”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Unbeknownst to Captain Meeter and most of the Royal Guard, the castle had already been taken. Inside the chapel, masked rebel soldiers held the crowd hostage, even going so far as to put a seal on the chapel door to block the exit. The Royal Guards that were posted in the castle now scrambled outside to deal with the invading rebel forces in South Hell. Commander Stryd lay on the ground bleeding, and the situation seemed hopeless to almost everyone.
 
   “Listen up!” the rebel priest barked at the crowd. “We rebels have captured the Royal Family! Now we control the future of the Kingdom!” The rebel soldiers cheered, while the ‘brave’ Nobles cowered for their lives in the back of the chapel.
 
   “Aren’t you forgetting about someone?” came a voice from behind the priest. Everyone’s eyes found Wilhelm Satan, who stepped out of hiding among the crowd.
 
   “Not another step closer, Great Satan,” the priest said. He motioned towards the King, still frozen on the ground with his face twisted in a panicked state of confusion. The movement seal on him guaranteed he’d be stuck like that for hours to come. One of the other rebel soldiers held a blade at his throat. “We have the King at our mercy, so don’t try anything.”
 
   “Here’s something else to think about,” the rebel priest added. “We have your King, your Prince, and even the Princess. We’ve already won. So why not join our cause and help us to dethrone the Satan family?” He turned to the Nobles, cowering in the back of the room in fear. “I can promise you lot will be the ones to profit most from all of this.”
 
   While the Nobles tried not to look like they were seriously thinking over the rebel’s proposal, Wilhelm stood bravely as the spokesman for the rest of the room.
 
   “I will hear out your demands,” Wilhelm said. “My only request is that we do this peacefully from now on. I offer my life in exchange for my son’s, if need be.”
 
   “My Lord…” Stryd said, still leaking plenty of blood from his wound. “You don’t have to…”
 
   “As long as no one puts up any resistance, no one has to die,” the rebel priest said, casting an icy stare at the injured Commander leaking blood. “No one else, I mean.”
 
   “I think everyone can manage that, right?” Wilhelm asked the crowd and received blank stares in return. “Now, if you don’t mind, there is a certain duo in this room I’d like to address before they might act foolishly. Ash and Aura please come forward!”
 
   No one spoke or moved. A few anxious faces looked around, waiting for the two boys in question to speak up. “Where are Ash and Aura?” Wilhelm said, looking around the room. Amos Draxler turned around and saw someone else sitting in the seat his son had occupied earlier. Amos groaned and stood up. “The boys aren’t here!” he called to Wilhelm.
 
   “What!” Wilhelm shouted in disbelief. He scoured the crowd around Amos and could not see either of the boys he was expecting to find. This isn’t good, Wilhelm thought. Those two could ruin everything…
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Inside the ceremonial chamber, the scene with the wedding party unfolded. It was the rebel soldiers versus the Royal Family, and both sides were ready for a fight. Leona now brandished the same ball and chain weapon Shiva had encountered in the Hellwood, snuck in as a mere decoration on her fancy armor. She prepared to light the flames in her weapon, but someone coughed loudly for attention.
 
   “Wait a moment,” Darko said. “This could be fun if we lay down some ground rules to prolong my entertainment.”
 
   “Like we would obey rules put in place by a monster like you!” Leona said.
 
   “My rules will only benefit you, servant-wench,” Darko said. “I propose we fight one on one. You two can even fight first. I won’t interrupt.” 
 
   “He’s got to be lying,” Dismas said. “We know he’s insane and we can’t trust him!”
 
   Darko sat down with legs crossed on the floor. Reaching behind his back, he grabbed the hilt of Infernos and tossed the sword across the room. “Please, begin your battle,” the Prince said with a kidish smirk. “Do try to make it entertaining.”
 
   “This could actually work to our benefit…” Dismas said. “You can beat up the girl again, and then I’ll take care of the Prince.”
 
   “Again?” Shiva echoed. 
 
   “Hey Shiva,” Darko called to his sister. “If you can’t beat this chick, you aren’t worth saving. I’ll leave you to die if you’re that weak, got it?”
 
   “I got it, brother,” Shiva said, standing tall. “There’s just one last thing I need to know, Leona. That rebel I fought in the Hellwood, that was you, right?”
 
   “I wouldn’t say I fought you,” Leona replied. “It was more like a slaughter.” 
 
   Igniting her weapon’s flames, Leona spun the bolas rapidly above her head. Shiva braced herself for another encounter with the weapon that nearly killed her once already.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Outside of the chapel, Royal Advisor Goddard von Gosick poked his head out from behind a door to the hall. He’d managed to hide out in one of the private dressing rooms during the initial rebel takeover. He had the good luck to of stepped out of the ceremony at just the right time, avoiding the action entirely. The castle was now eerily quiet and lifeless. The Royal Advisor first tried the door to the chapel.
 
   Sealed shut, he thought. This isn’t good, the entire Royal Family is in there, along with Commander Stryd! Who knows how many rebels managed to sneak in… But if Darko’s with them, they should all be fine. I need to focus on squashing this uprising before it goes any further!
 
   Goddard left the chapel doors to gather more data on the situation. Hearing footsteps nearby, he stopped to look around the next corner of the hall. Lumbering towards him was a lone Royal Guard wearing a mask. Is he friend or foe? Goddard wondered. There was only way to find out. The Royal Advisor jumped out from around the corner and addressed the man. “You there! The Royal Family has been taken hostage inside the chapel! Where is your Captain?”
 
   The masked soldier answered by drawing his sword and charging at Goddard. The Royal Advisor could fight if need be, but only if the situation was equal for both fighters. Against an armored opponent wielding a sword, Goddard knew what his best option was. And so he ran as fast as he could in the opposite direction.
 
   He moved back down the hall towards the chapel again. His goal was to make it back to the private dressing rooms and hopefully evade being found again. When he turned the corner he was almost spotted by another man, this time unmistakably a rebel. His back was turned, but he was riding atop a wargi demon that looked like it was having a very challenging time fitting through the castle hall.
 
   Goddard jumped back behind the corner, managing to not get caught by the rebel-rider. But his pursuer was still after him and could be heard charging down the adjacent hall. The Royal Advisor knew he had to find another way out, but could see no option other than to duck into a storage closet. Inside, the room was dark and he could not get a sense for how big it was. 
 
   His hands fumbled around for a candle on the wall and came across something that felt soft and squishy. The more Goddard poked and pulled on it, the more confused he became. He found a soft crack that he could fit his hands inside. Wiggling his fingers around, he felt something wet and hard.
 
   “Um…” Goddard whispered awkwardly. “Is my hand inside someone’s mouth?”
 
   “Mmm-hmm!” came a muffled voice, and Goddard ripped his hand away at once. He had to remind himself not to shout out in surprise and disgust.
 
   “Why would you stick your fingers in!?” came a familiar voice, whisper-screaming at the Royal Advisor.
 
   “I’m a scientist! I try to gather as much information as I possibly… wait a minute, is that…? Oh, God!”
 
   “Yeah, its me,” Gio said. “Suck it up! I hear someone coming!”
 
   Goddard tried not to throw up as the sound of footsteps came closer. It was the armored rebel pretending to be a Royal Guard, still in hot pursuit of Goddard. He charged right past the storage closet, and after a few minutes of silence the men spoke again.
 
   “What’s going on out there?” Gio asked.
 
   “The rebels are invading the Kingdom,” Goddard whispered. “My team couldn’t find them in time, and now they’re really invading…”
 
   “Surely Prince Darko will stop them,” Gio said. “Or Lady Shiva. We’ve got more than enough capable fighters to handle a few rebels.”
 
   “That’s right! Ash and Aura are in there too!”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Unbeknownst to Goddard and Gio and pretty much everyone else, the two troublesome boys were not in the chapel. Ash and Aura were slowly crawling on their hands and knees through the dirty prison air ducts. They’d only been inside the ducts for twenty minutes, but their progress had been minimal. The ducts were too clogged with dust and grime again already. 
 
   Aura led the way, having to eventually close his eyes to avoid the dust. He wanted desperately to light a tiny fire, just small enough to burn away some of the crud. He resisted though, knowing the fire would spread too quickly and incinerate both him and his friend. 
 
   Ash trailed behind him slowly, regretting their decision to skip out on the rest of the wedding. As he continued crawling forward at a snail’s pace, a clump of dust dropped from a connecting pipe above and landed in Ash’s face.
 
   “Aaaaachoooo!” Ash sneezed, blowing even more dust into the air. Aura held his breath as the cloud of crud engulfed him. The boy held on as long as he could, but was eventually overcome with the urge to sneeze as well. They both sneezed loudly several more time together.
 
   “Aura this sucks!” Ash shouted. “Let’s get the hell out of here already!”
 
   “Okay, okay!” Aura agreed. “I think it’s safe to drop down now. Let’s do it! Where’s the nearest hatch?”
 
   Their voices traveled through the vents, echoing through not only the prisoner’s cells but also upwards. The air ducts all led through various parts of the castle to bring in air, and as it just so happened one of the pipes near the boys carried their voices all the way up into the storage closet floor vent that Goddard and Gio were standing above.
 
   “Wait a minute, I just heard something,” Goddard said, trying to locate the source of the sounds. More sneezing could be heard coming from the vent, and the Royal Advisor dropped to his knees and called through the vent. “Who’s down there?”
 
   The two boys froze. Their first thought was that a guard down below had caught them. Thinking that were the case, they knew they’d be in big trouble. But the more the voice continued calling to them, Ash realized it was coming from above, not below. He tilted an ear to the pipe above him and listened to the familiar voice as it called out some more.
 
   “Goddard?” Ash replied hesitantly. “Where are you?”
 
   “Ash?” Goddard said into the vent, surprised. “Is that you?”
 
   “Hang on, you’re all far-off sounding,” said the boy. He reached up, plunging his hand into the clod of crud gumming up the pipe. He wrestled around with the dirt, pulling down as much as he could. When he pulled out another demon rat nest, the boy shrieked like a girl and instinctively shot a tiny flame up the pipe. The fire spread fast, incinerating everything in its path up the pipe and almost took out Goddard’s eyebrows.
 
   “What was that?” Goddard shouted.
 
   Ash stopped shrieking finally. “Okay, I think I can hear you better now,” he said.
 
   “Where are you!?” Goddard bellowed.
 
   “Shhh!” Gio tried to hush him, fearful of any nearby rebels.
 
   “Oh, right,” said Goddard. The man concentrated a moment and then put his hand on the door to the closet. With a flash of soul power that illuminated their tiny sanctuary, the markings of a seal appeared on the door. “That should buy us all the time we need,” he said to Gio. He then turned his attention back to the vent. “Now Ash, I want you to listen closely because we don’t have a lot of time. The rebels have invaded and they’ve got the chapel on lockdown. The Royal Family is in danger!”
 
   “What!” said Ash.
 
   “Aw, crap!” said Aura.
 
   “Where are you boys right now?”
 
   “We’re hanging out… in the Royal Guard barracks.”
 
   “That’s perfect! I want you both to get down to the bottom of the prison! There are two rooms that you absolutely must not allow anyone to enter, even yourselves! Do you understand me? Nobody goes inside those rooms! If the rebels reach even one of them, we’re going to have a lot more problems to deal with!”
 
   “What’s the situation like in the chapel?” Ash asked.
 
   “I don’t know. I heard a lot of yelling coming from inside, then the rebels started invading the Kingdom. The chapel door is sealed, so its anyone’s guess what’s going on in there.”
 
   “So you want us to get out of these dirty vents and head down to the bottom of the prison?” Aura asked just to verify.
 
   “Yes! Go now!” Goddard ordered. “The fate of the Kingdom depends on you two now!”
 
   “Okay Ash,” Aura said, feeling for the next vent hatch. “Let’s get the heck out of this dirt-shaft!” Locating the nearest hatch, Aura punched it with his gauntlet hand. The huge square-shaped door dropped open and the boys emerged like newborns.
 
   They took a moment to dust themselves off, even helping to remove the crap from each other’s backs. While they stood there brushing themselves off the prisoners in the cells nearby all clamored to their cell doors and started calling out to the boys.
 
   “Please! Let me out!” one haggard looking man called out to them.
 
   “Get the keys and let us out!” shouted another bone-thin man.
 
   “This place is depressing,” Aura said.
 
   “I’ll say,” Ash said. “Let’s get this over with quickly. I don’t like being down here.”
 
   “Mission: start, then!” Aura declared, taking off down the spiraling hall of the prison. Ash jogged behind, trying his hardest to ignore all the prisoners calling out to him.
 
   So the rebels really did have an invasion planned, Ash thought. I hope Shiva’s okay.
 
   



  
 


Chapter Thirty-One: Take Back the City
 
    
 
   “This is an outrage!” the Noble Rumbaugh cried. “I have to use the bathroom!”
 
   “Like I said, no one is going anywhere!” the rebel priest replied. The Nobles were becoming more and more annoying by the minute, and so far none of them had complied with the rebel’s orders.
 
   “Mr. Rebel! Mr. Rebel!” Machmann called out. “Can we get the inside story on what’s happening in the ceremonial chamber?”
 
   “Headline!” Glebeck shouted. “Rebels defeated by Prince Darko!” 
 
   That last quip pushed the rebel priest over the edge. “Shut up shut up!” he yelled. “Someone, shut them up for me!”
 
   Several of the armed rebels came forward with smiles, all too eager to pound one of the infamous Nobles. Seeing the savage men move in on them the Nobles began to sweat. 
 
   “Stop this at once!” Wilhelm shouted. “You said you wouldn’t hurt anyone!”
 
   “No,” the priest said. “We said we wouldn’t kill anyone. It’ll be okay if my men just beat them unconscious.”
 
   “That was not part of the deal! Stop!” Wilhelm shouted as he readied a fireball in his hands.
 
    “If you try to interrupt, I’ll order my men to slaughter everyone here! I mean it old man! Don’t move!”
 
   Wilhelm stood idly, conflicted about what to do. He watched as the rebels moved in on the quivering nobles, now begging for their lives. One of the guards approached Glebeck and drew his sword.
 
   “I’ll knock this old fart out in one hit,” the rebel boasted. He raised the hilt of his sword up to slam it down on the noble’s head. Gasps of horror and screams from the audience filled the chapel. Glebeck closed his eyes and clutched his ears expecting to die.
 
   The rebel paused, then fell forward on top of the noble. Glebeck panicked, thinking he was being attacked, and ended up hugging the rebel as he fell forward. Hearing gasps from all around him and feeling very little resistance, Glebeck opened his eyes. The rebel went limp in his clutches, and even slumped down far enough that the noble could see the reason for his odd behavior: a throwing knife was stuck in his back.
 
   “Who is responsible for this!?” the rebel priest shouted, as the rest of the rebels scoured the crowd for anyone suspicious. The sound of laughter drew everyone’s focus to the back of the chapel where the laughing man was seated.
 
   “Hehehe,” Amos Draxler laughed. “I have to admit, I threw that knife. I always make a point to carry one on me for just such an occasion.” Amos stood up and stepped into the aisle. Locking eyes with the rebel in front of him, he stepped forward.
 
   “That’s Amos Draxler, the guy who provides the King with all the weapons! Stop him!” the rebel leader commanded. The soldier nearest to Amos charged in at once. 
 
   “You’re making a big mistake,” said Amos. “If you come at me, I’m going to take your weapon.”
 
   “Shut up old man!” the masked rebel said. “I’m the one with the sword!”
 
   “Fine,” Amos said, folding his hands together. “Let’s see your skills, then.”
 
   The rebel stepped forward with a broad swing of his blade. Amos pivoted on his heel, turning sideways and avoiding the blade completely. His hands, clasped together tight, slammed into the man’s masked face like a wrecking ball. He fell to the ground, his mask shattered, and dropped his blade. Cheers erupted from the crowd.
 
    “Someone else stop him!” the false priest cried. Amos took the opportunity to scoop up the rebel’s sword. Two more enemies moved in on him. He was surrounded, unless he wanted to jump over the pews of people’s heads. He wouldn’t do that however, because he didn’t need to escape. The man was more than competent enough at swordplay to defend from two opponents at once.
 
   He traded blows with the man in front of him first. When the other rebel snuck up from behind, Amos spun around and took the rebel by surprise instead. With a low swing of his sword, Amos toppled the man while the other rebel advanced. Without even turning around, Amos sidestepped the rebel’s sword and elbowed the man to the floor.
 
   “I think what you meant was ‘I’m the guy who supplied the Kingdom with enough weapons to keep everyone safe from demons.’ Yes, I am that guy.”
 
   The rebel priest grinded his teeth in agitation. Counting him, the rebels only had three more men to work with. One of those men still had a blade to King Satan’s throat, the other two stood at the door blocking everyone’s escape. 
 
   “Hold it right there!” the rebel leader said. “The King is still our prisoner! If you think we won’t execute him right here and now, you’ll be sorry!” The priest grinned, thinking he still had the upper hand. All we have to do is hold them here until reinforcements arrive, he thought. As long as King Satan is our prisoner, we can win here!
 
   A fireball collided with the rebel holding his blade to the King’s throat, knocking the man onto his face. The sword slid across the room, where a group of wedding guests scurried to claim it. The priest looked around to find the source of the flames. A light chuckle could be heard coming from the downed Commander.
 
   Stryd stared the priest in the eyes and laughed. “If you think… a little flesh wound would put the Commander of the Royal Guard out of commission… you were wrong!”
 
   “But how?!” the rebel priest cried. “You were nowhere near him!” Then the man realized Stryd must have created the fireball and moved it very subtly around the room without anyone noticing, until it was behind the rebel he hit. He had little time to ponder it before another throwing knife collided with his chest.
 
   “It’s nice to see the Commander stop spilling his blood all over the chapel floor for a moment and help us out,” Amos said, lowering his borrowed blade. “Nice timing, too. That was my last throwing knife.”
 
   “Shut up… Amos!” Stryd gasped with a grin just before passing out. 
 
   “We can’t lose… Damn it,” the priest said, collapsing to his knees. He felt a hand on the back of his head and Wilhelm spoke, “sleep”. With a gentle nudge of soul power, the priest dropped to the floor unconscious. Great Satan stood over him, observing the cheers of triumph from the people inside the chapel. The remaining two rebel warriors turned tail and ran. After releasing the door seal, the men bolted out of the chapel. The pissed off wedding guests collected the remaining weapons from the other fallen rebels and gave chase.
 
   “There may be more enemies out there,” Wilhelm said. “We should try to take back the rest of the castle first, but remember: these rebels are devils just like us. I want as few casualties as possible!”
 
   “That’s very noble of you, my Lord,” Amos said. “But in case you’ve forgotten, the rebels are currently attempting to murder your grandchildren inside the ceremonial chamber.” 
 
   “I haven’t forgotten, and I will wait here until the seal is broken from the inside. I have faith in the strength of my grandchildren.”
 
   “Very well, then I’ll be heading out,” Amos said.
 
   “What will you do?” Wilhelm asked as the weapons dealer walked down the aisle to leave the chapel.
 
   “I’m going home first to get my weapons. Then I’m going to take back the city,” Amos said matter-of-factly.
 
   The weapons master joined the angry mob in the hall just as the movement seal on King Satan expired. The King unfroze in mid-shriek, and the Nobles (who were the only men to not leave with the angry mob) surrounded him at once, offering their hands to help the King up. Upon hearing the sound of the angry mob of wedding guests storming down the hall, Goddard and Gio poked their heads out of the closet. 
 
   “What’s going on here?” Goddard asked the men as they went by.
 
   “We’re going to take back the Kingdom!” the crowd cheered.
 
   “Royal Advisor von Gosick!” Amos called to him. “The King and Lord Wilhelm are still in the chapel waiting for the kids to emerge from the ceremonial chamber. You’re in charge here now!”
 
   Amos charged onward, leading his angry mob to the castle lobby and beyond, taking out any rebels they encountered on the way. Gio tagged along with Goddard, just to be safe, and they both entered the chapel. Inside they reunited with King Satan.
 
   “Goddard!” the pudgy King cried in excitement at seeing his most trusted Advisor. “It was awful! The rebels were here and they used violence! Against me!”
 
   “Everything is going to be okay now that I’m here,” said Goddard with a dependable smile. “Is that Stryd bleeding on the floor there?”
 
   “I’m fine!” Stryd barked, snapping awake from his blood-loss coma. “I just needed a little nap.” The Commander slowly rose to his feet, still significantly weakened. “Can I get a flame on this?” Goddard came forward with a groan, offering a flame to cauterize the wound. The Commander bit his tongue to keep from making any pained sounds as the flames burned his wound closed.
 
   “As soon as you’re up and moving I need you to get out there and annihilate the rest of the rebels,” Goddard ordered. He checked to see that King Satan was alright, surrounded by the elderly Nobles. The pudgy King recounted the ordeal from his perspective while the Nobles pretended to listen empathetically. Goddard ignored them and addressed the Great Satan. “Lord Wilhelm, what’s going on in the ceremonial chamber?”
 
   “They’re sealed inside. As of right now, we don’t know why or who did it.”
 
   “Then we’ll set up a temporary base here and wait for someone to emerge. You don’t have to worry if Prince Darko is in there. You can bet he’ll take care of any problems.”
 
   “I’m sure he will,” Wilhelm said with a grim look slipping onto his face. “Did you happen to see your boys anywhere? They weren’t in the chapel when the rebels invaded.”
 
   “Ash and Aura must have gotten bored and left the ceremony. I can’t really blame them, but I will punish them later for it. Anyway, I ordered them to head down into the basement prison.”
 
   “Is that so…” Wilhelm muttered. “Whatever for?”
 
   “There are secrets down there, as I’m sure you’re well aware of, that must not be discovered by any of the rebels. The boys are going to make sure no one gets through.”
 
   “Do you guys mind if I hang out here for a while?” Gio piped up, leaning in from the chapel door. “I don’t really feel like heading back to my shop at the moment…”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Multiple stories underneath the castle, Ash and Aura were making their way down the large spiral slope of the prison. Cell after cell, the inmates all stumbled forward to peer out their cell doors, calling after the boys.
 
   “More people!” one man said.
 
   “You guys will let us out, right?” another man said.
 
   “Come on! Don’t be like those first guys that came through here!”
 
   Ash stopped jogging beside his friend and pulled over next to a jail cell with a particularly lively looking prisoner inside. “Some people already came this way? Were they Royal Guards?”
 
   “I ain’t tellin’ ya nothin’, unless you let me out first!” the inmate cackled. The other inmates responded with a round of cheers. Apparently, they all shared the same demands.
 
   “Forget them,” Aura said. “We already know everything we need to know. There are rebels down here. We’ve wasted enough time, we have to go!”
 
   “Right!” Ash said. The boys continued booking it down the sloping corkscrew of a prison. The further they went, the less lively the prisoners were. Eventually the inmates stopped reacting to the boy’s presence all together. “These guys are different,” said Ash. “Less lively.”
 
   “It’s because they have no more hope,” said Aura. “They know they’re going to die down here, and nothing is going to change that. Even if we did unlock their cell doors, most of them have movement seals placed on them. They’re not going anywhere, ever, and they know it.”
 
   “Sad…”
 
   “I’m sure you wouldn’t feel that way if you knew what their crimes were.”
 
   The boys hustled on and before long reached the bottom of the spiral prison. They stopped at a small room that branched off in two different directions. At opposite sides of the room were two conspicuous doors. Unlike the metal bars of the prison cell doors, these were made out of old wood and oddly shaped to fit the rocky walls. Ash and Aura paused to determine their next move.
 
   “Oh yeah, there’s two doors down here,” Ash said. “How do we know which way they went?”
 
   “I got this covered,” said Aura. Holding his gauntlet hand up to his eyes, the boy readied his power. Ash cleared his throat, concerned.
 
   “You’re gonna use your soul sight? What if you go blind again?”
 
   “I’m just going to do it real quick,” Aura said. With a flash of electric blue current, his death touch power leapt from his hand to his eyes. In a second he saw two glowing clouds beyond the doors that could only be the souls of two devils. “Bad news,” he said, releasing the power before he went blind again.
 
   “We have company?”
 
   “Two of them,” Aura confirmed. “Looks like they split up here.”
 
   “Then we should do the same. It’ll save us time, and we can get a good look at what’s behind both doors.”
 
   “You crafty devil, I was just thinking the same thing! So which door do you want? I’ll give you first picksies.”
 
   Ash took a step towards the door on the right. “I think I’m gonna go with this one,” he said. “I keep getting this weird vibe from over here, like… I don’t know, it just kinda feels familiar.”
 
   “It could be those rebels we fought in the Hellwood,” Aura suggested. His eyes lit up excitedly at a thought. “Oh snap! It could be that smokin’ hot lady rebel! I gotta go.”
 
   The two boys bumped fists.
 
   “Come back alive,” said Ash.
 
   “Oh please! We’re gonna mop the floor with these rebel shmucks!” Aura declared.
 
   The boys parted ways. With one last determined look at each other, Ash and Aura pushed through their different doors, entering the stone walled hallway beyond. Aura turned around for another look at Ash with something on his mind.
 
   Maybe I should have mentioned that the soul behind that door was much more powerful, thought Aura. But if I told him and he changed his mind, that means I’d have to go fight that guy. Well, it’s too late to do anything about it now. Ash is tough, he’ll manage I’m sure. Now if I’m lucky, I just might have a date with a lovely lady rebel!
 
   Aura charged anxiously down a dim stone hallway towards danger. On the other side, Ash’s stone hallway deposited him in what looked the start of a mineshaft. Unlike the perfectly carved walls of the spiral prison, the rough walls here were carved in a hurry. As the tunnel narrowed, Ash had some trouble avoiding the deep potholes and stony structures in his path.
 
   Lighting a fire on his fingertip, Ash saw that there weren’t any more wall-torches to light his way. He continued forward with only his small flame to light the way. The cave had started out the size of a hallway, and was easy to navigate despite those occasional obstacles on the floor. But the more Ash pressed on, the tighter and rockier the path became. One part even had him squeezing through two rock faces that were only inches apart. He wasn’t claustrophobic, but he was beginning to understand why some people are.
 
   The boy eventually arrived at an open portion of the cave where the only way to go was up. Unfortunately, that meant crawling through a gap in the ceiling and scaling the rocks while navigating through even more tiny gaps. He wouldn’t even be able to use his wings in such tiny confines. He moved below the first gap and pulled himself up.
 
   Once inside the next rock gap, Ash could see a faint light coming from above. His heartbeat increased drastically the higher he climbed. As he drew closer to the light above, he could feel an ominous drop in temperature. He had expected it to get warmer, since he was going up. When Ash finally put his hands on the last rock and pulled himself up, he didn’t know what to expect.
 
   What he did not expect, however, was exactly what he saw. The boy emerged in a large cavern that looked like a construction site. There were lanterns rigged on poles all around the room, every one lit and illuminating the entire room. Ash’s eyes were drawn to the rear of the cavern where a lone structure stood.
 
   It looked like a storage shed, except it was made out of long thin logs. The structure stood only ten feet tall and had only one door on the front of it.  Standing before the building was a single man. Even though he had his back to Ash, the boy could tell who it was. Ash walked forward to join his teacher.
 
   “You came,” Phoenix said as the boy approached. A tired grin spread across his face. “This must be fate.”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Outside the castle on the front steps, Amos paused momentarily to observe the status of the Kingdom beyond the castle walls. Royal Guards scrambled on foot and in the air to pursue and defeat the invading rebel forces, but they had other problems. Demons were somehow loose in the Kingdom as well, attacking rebel and Royal Guard indiscriminately.
 
   “Hold the yard,” Amos told the mob of able-bodied wedding guests. “I’ll be back soon!”
 
   The old weapons master brought out his wings and took to the sky. From a hundred yards in the air he could see the cause of all the demon trouble: the southern gate was left wide open. A small batch of Royal Guards was more than preoccupied with the demons pouring in to be able to close the gate, and Amos thought this was the best place to start his task of reclaiming the Kingdom.
 
   First things first though, he needed some weapons. Turning away from the South, Amos pointed his head towards his home in North Hell and dropped from the sky like a speeding bullet. In just a few minutes he landed outside his house and ran to the door. As he had hoped, when he tried the doorknob he found it locked.
 
   Amos knocked a specific beat on the door, letting his servants know he had arrived. An older man opened up at once and Amos charged in without a word. As he dashed to his workshop area, Nora appeared from her bedroom with her caretaker guiding her.
 
   “What’s going on out there?” she asked her father.
 
   “The rebels infiltrated the Royal wedding,” Amos said as he filled a barrel with his various favorite weapons. “Now they’re invading the Kingdom.”
 
   “Oh no…” Nora said.
 
   “Stay inside with the doors locked,” said Amos. He turned around and put his arms through the straps attached to the barrel of weapons. Focusing his strength into his legs, Amos stood up with the heavy barrel strapped to his back. “I’m going out now.”
 
   “What about Aura? Where is he?”
 
   “I don’t know,” said Amos as he stepped up to the front door and opened it. Standing just outside was a man-shaped grey demon, who flung himself at Amos as soon as he saw the tasty-looking devil. Amos reached behind his back, pulled a sword out of the barrel and cut the creature from head to toe. The demon fell to the ground dead. “You know your brother though, he’ll be fine! I’ll see you later tonight for supper!”
 
   With that, Amos left his daughter behind in the care of the two house-servants. The weapons master headed for the south gate, anxious to get in a good workout with his beloved weapons.
 
   



  
 


Chapter Thirty-Two: Secrets From the Underground
 
    
 
   “Phoenix?” Ash said in a confused daze. “What are you doing down here?”
 
   “Terrifying, isn’t it?” Phoenix said, ignoring the question. “I’ve been here for nearly ten minutes just staring at it, too afraid to go in. And I consider myself a very brave man.”
 
   Ash couldn’t resist taking the bait. “What is it?” he asked, following Phoenix’s gaze toward the log hut.
 
   “It’s the true reason I’m here. Why we’re all here, in fact. But now’s not a good time to get into all that. I believe you have some questions for me?”
 
   “That’s right,” Ash said, snapping out of his trance. He couldn’t help staring at that freaky log hut. “Goddard says the rebels invaded and warned us they might try sneaking down here. Then we find you here, when you should be upstairs getting hitched. You gotta admit; this doesn’t look good for you.”
 
   “To tell you the truth, I’m the leader of the rebels you’ve been chasing for so long,” Phoenix said without a trace of guilt. 
 
   “What!” Ash couldn’t believe his teacher’s words. Suddenly everything started making sense. This was why Phoenix agreed to take them on as students, keeping a watchful eye on their strengths and weaknesses. Worst of all that meant his engagement to Shiva had all been a plot to use the girl to overthrow the King.
 
   “So Shiva was just a pawn in your plan,” Ash said, lowering his head in anger. He couldn’t bear to look at the man anymore. “You used her?”
 
   “I helped her,” Phoenix insisted. “By removing her brother and father, I will be freeing her, as well as all of the Kingdom, from their tyrannical and cruel leadership.”
 
   “You weaseled your way back into her life only to use her just like that stupid King and Prince have been doing all this time! That doesn’t sound like help to me!”
 
   “I’m not proud of my methods, but I saw my opportunity and seized it. I seduced her into marrying me using the power of nostalgia. But believe me, I never wanted to hurt her. She’s a great girl. When our new Kingdom is established, I will see to it that she is not killed, so long as she cooperates.”
 
   “Asshole…” Ash whispered, clutching the first few flames of a fireball in his trembling fingers. “I’m gonna beat your face in, and then drag you up to where Shiva is and let her bash your head in too!”
 
   Phoenix laughed. “Yes, I suppose it’s about time we settled this. I honestly didn’t expect you to show up down here, I thought I’d have to deal with you later. We should have full control of the castle by now, so I think I have some time to spare. If you insist on getting in my way, I’ll just have to end your life here and now.”
 
   “You talk too much!” Ash shouted as he dashed forward. The boy jumped, balling his hand into a fist and throwing a wild punch at his mentor. Phoenix jumped back and avoided the punch with ease. He wasn’t expecting the ball of flames that shot forward like a bullet from the boy’s fist though. The blast hit Phoenix in the face, resulting in a small explosion. 
 
   Ash grinned, feeling somewhat relieved. He never thought it’d be so easy to hit his teacher. The boy’s grin faded quickly as the smoke cleared to reveal his teacher still standing in the exact same spot. His face was scorch-free and he looked unphased.
 
   “Not bad,” Phoenix said. “I wasn’t expecting a fireball masked with a punch. All this time and you’re still surprising me. There’s no telling what else you’re capable of. That’s why you gotta go.” A bright steamy glow surrounding him. Phoenix flickered forward and was on Ash before the boy even knew it. The man reached forward and flicked Ash on the forehead, and it was strong enough to send the boy hurling to the other side of the cavern.
 
   That knocked the wind out of me, Ash thought as he rolled to a stop. He’s way faster than me. And stronger. And more experienced… Crap!
 
   “Why don’t you use your soul power?” Phoenix paused to ask. “You used it in the Hellwood. Lionel and Dismas were very impressed by you and Aura.”
 
   “Those guys…!” Ash said in shock, struggling to get up to his feet. “Those are the guys who attacked us that time!?”
 
    “I notice that Aura isn’t with you. Did you send him down the other hall?”
 
   “Why? Who’s down the other hall? What other secret is there that’s weirder than this one?”
 
   “Lionel went that way to investigate a rumor. Truth is, I’m not sure what he’ll find there. You remember him, the fighter with two swords? You gave him quite an annoying time, I heard. He’s actually very strong; I’m not sure how well Aura will do against him.”
 
   “I can’t worry about him now. I have to focus on kicking your ass!”
 
   “Very well. Let’s get this over with,” Phoenix said, drawing his sword. “I’ve wasted too much time as it is. I’m sorry Ash, but this time we fight for real.”
 
   “Bring it!” Ash said, charging another fireball in his hands.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Aura’s trek through the cave was significantly easier than Ash’s cavern-spelunking trip. Aura had a short walk through a winding stone tunnel that eventually opened into a large crystal cavern. The boy would have almost thought it looked beautiful if it wasn’t so creepy. Inside, a few well-placed torches managed to provide a little light to the room. 
 
   Most of the cavern was submerged in about a foot of water that had a white calcium-sandy bottom. The lights from the torches made the crystals reflect off the water, filling the room with a beautiful and eerie sort of twinkle. On the far end of the crystal cave stood a man with two swords staring at the ground in silence. Aura approached him, disappointed.
 
   “You gotta be kidding me,” Aura said. “I came all the way down here hoping to find that buxom babe from the Hellwood and all I get is a dude. Worst mission ever.”
 
   “I wouldn’t say that,” the man replied. “You could be on my mission instead.”
 
   Aura stood next to the man, who looked vaguely familiar. The boy had seen him somewhere before, but couldn’t place his face. He followed the man’s gaze across the cavern, looking for whatever secret this room held.
 
   “So what exactly is worth all this trouble?” Aura asked.
 
   “There. Across the cave, by the far wall,” the man said, motioning with his eyes. Aura could see a big stone well in the back of the cave. The crumbling rocks looked like they were about to fall apart, and a giant steel lid sat over the top of it.
 
   “Is that a well? What’s in it, the fountain of youth?”
 
   “Why don’t you go stick your head inside and find out for me?”
 
   “Sorry pal. Tempting as that sounds, that’s not really a major concern for me at the moment,” said Aura, placing his hands on the back of his head. “My mission is to stop the rebels from finding out what’s hidden down here. So go ahead and clue me in; what exactly are you doing down here?”
 
   “If it’s a rebel you’re looking for, you came to the right place,” the rebel said. “My name’s Lionel.”
 
   “So you’re one of the rebels we’re after, huh? Just my luck… I always miss out on the babes, like that lady rebel from the Hellwood. The one with the nice…” Aura made an obscene gesture with his hands fondling an imaginary chest as he giggled to himself. “You wouldn’t happen to know her, would you?”
 
   Lionel shuddered at the thought. “Hey, watch it with the details! That’s my sister you’re talking about!”
 
   Aura’s eyes lit up with excitement. “Then you do know her! So is she as hot as my imagination depicts her? Exactly how big is her chest? What’s her name?”
 
   “You’re a weird guy,” Lionel said with a sigh. “But, I’ll tell you who she is and even introduce you to her if you do one simple little thing for me.”
 
   “That sounds too good to be true,” Aura said, cocking an eyebrow. “What do you want from me?”
 
   “We’d like you to join us.”
 
   “You must be kidding.”
 
   “Not at all,” said Lionel. “We’ve come to realize you have certain talents that could be useful to our organization in the future. If possible, we’d rather recruit you than fight you.”
 
   “Tell me the name of the hottie from the Hellwood and I’ll think about it.”
 
   Lionel groaned. “It was Leona, okay? Phoenix’s ‘servant’ and my sister, Leona.”
 
   “Leona! The other mysterious cutie!” Aura said with a smile, before realizing what this meant. The grin slipped off his face and disappeared. “So Leona was the one who attacked Shiva. That’s why she’s always so tense around her…”
 
   “Leona and I owe our lives to Phoenix,” said Lionel. “Now he’s entrusted his life to us. That’s how strong our bonds are!” Lionel removed the two swords from his sheaths and turned to face Aura.
 
   “Ah man, I don’t suppose we could settle this without a fight?” Aura asked. “Why don’t you just surrender and we can talk about your sister some more?”
 
   “Not unless you’d like to seriously discuss joining us,” Lionel said. “I’m under orders to examine that scary well and report back to Phoenix. If you’re going to insist on stopping me, I’m afraid we’ll have to fight.” The rebel took a hostile stance to make his point even clearer. 
 
   Aura grinned and braced himself, preparing for a difficult fight against a foe with two blades. As if demonstrating his ability for the boy, Lionel started glowing as his soul power billowed off him. Drawing his swords, he disappeared in the blink of an eye. Aura had only microseconds to react as Lionel reappeared just inches away, coming at him from the left. Aura jumped back to safety, or so he thought.
 
   Lionel did not attack. Instead, he jumped up and sliced an enormous stalactite hanging right above the death toucher. Aura was so caught up in watching how Lionel moved to react to the danger. The boy could only fall over and roll out of the way as the stalactite dropped. When he came to a stop, Aura saw the giant stone spike pierced into the ground where he was just standing. The boy quickly climbed to his feet, feeling less than confident. 
 
   The rebel sighed. “I don’t know if I can do this,” Lionel said, lowering his weapons unexpectedly. “It’s not fair if I fight you like this.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Aura shouted.
 
   “Catch.” The enemy rebel tossed one of his swords over to the death toucher, who caught it with a fearful look of surprise.
 
   “Wait a minute! Are you seriously giving me this? Why would you do that!?”
 
   “Because the thought of slicing up an unarmed man gives me the willies,” Lionel said, ashamed. “I don’t want to beat you that way. It just doesn’t sit right with me.”
 
   "I gotta say I'm impressed," Aura said. "And here I thought you rebels were just a bunch of stupid dreamers with a bad case of bloodlust. But it seems like you might actually have a conscious!"
 
   "We’re not that different, you and I. I have my reasons for being here, too. I believe in Phoenix. I’m entrusting my life to him. Can you say you’d be willing to do the same for Ash? If you sent him down the other path, he should be fighting against Phoenix right now. He can’t beat him, so why don’t you just join us? I promise we’re more fun to work with than the Royal Family.”
 
   Lionel leapt forward, slashing madly at Aura. The death toucher parried the attack, matching blows with his opponent. Their swords clanked loudly against one another and the echoes filled the crystal cavern. Their blades locked and the two pushed at each other for a moment, then backed away.
 
   "Well? What do you say? Should we call this fight a draw and both walk away with our lives? Or do you insist on following your friend’s lead and getting yourself killed?”
 
   A bead of sweat trickled down Aura’s face. He could already tell Lionel was more practiced in swordplay than he was. Who could have guessed that all those years of hanging around South Hell drinking and womanizing with his gang instead of practicing with a sword would come back to bite the boy in the ass? He’d have to rely on more than just his sword skills for this fight, and that included his wit.
 
   “Here’s the thing,” said Aura. “I know right now Ash is over there beating the crap out of your leader. How do I know that? Because I know Ash wouldn’t let him get away with taking advantage of and humiliating Shiva. Even if Phoenix pulls the same stupid ‘join us or die’ spiel you’re trying to pull on me, it won’t work on Ash.”
 
   “So you’ve got as much faith in the boy as I do in Phoenix? Well then I suppose I’m wasting my time trying to recruit you. Oh well, after talking with you I can tell you’re not the type of person who works well with others. We were really just interested in your ability anyway.” 
 
   "That’s right, shouldn’t you be pissing your pants in fear that I might use my death touch on you?” Aura asked, taking the offensive. The boy shot forward a small fireball, which Lionel easily dodged. Aura tried taking him by surprise, making the fireball arc back around to strike Lionel from behind. The rebel warrior was too smart for that though, and easily spun around to cut the fireball apart before it hit him.
 
   Aura raised his pointer finger. “All it takes is one touch, you know." The boy grinned. Using his reputation to scare people always gave him a real kick. 
 
   “Oh please,” Lionel said, not flinching. “I know it doesn’t work on other devils.” While Aura silently panicked, Lionel silently plotted. He raised a hand to begin forming a fireball. 
 
   “If you think you can hit me with a fireball, you’ll be sorry,” said Aura.
 
   Lionel smiled politely. When his fireball was larger than a basketball, he raised it above his head. Aura prepared to dodge as soon as he saw what direction it was going to travel in. What Aura was not prepared for was the fireball splitting into two separate flames, both blasting forward at the same time.
 
   One fireball headed straight for him. The other fireball was aimed further to his right side. The obvious thing to do was dodge left, which Aura did with no trouble. The trouble came afterwards, as Lionel knew exactly where to strike and was already en route there before Aura. Lionel swung his blade low, and Aura could hardly raise his sword in time. His block was less than effective, and Lionel scored a critical hit.
 
   Aura’s sword sailed across the cave and landed somewhere in the cold water they’d been trudging through with a PLUNK. Lionel’s sword came to rest only inches away from Aura’s face. 
 
   “Go get it,” Lionel commanded, lowering his blade.
 
   “But you have me-”
 
   “Go get it,” Lionel said again more sternly. “Let’s finish our duel.” 
 
   Aura couldn’t believe his opponent’s kindness, and trudged through the cold cavern water in the direction his weapon flew. All sorts of thoughts ran through his head as he searched the cloudy water. How am I supposed to beat this guy? He’s way better than me. I’ll have to outsmart him, somehow…
 
   “When you’re ready for round two, be sure to use your soul power,” Lionel called out, sounding bored. “It’s pretty much your only shot at keeping up me.”
 
   Oh great, Aura thought as he continued to scour the murky water. Not only will I have to outsmart him, now I have to learn how to use my soul power on command. Damn. I hope Ash is doing better than me.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Ash held a fireball in each hand, his brow thick with sweat. Phoenix disappeared from his sight again. Every time it happened, there was another attack. Ash closed his eyes in anticipation. They’d been useless to him so far, anyway. A slight breeze blew through the cave, and for a brief moment Ash felt something blocking the airflow. He took a step to his right.
 
   Not a second too late, as Phoenix’s blade tore through the air where he had just been standing. Ash jumped back, shooting one of his fireballs at the spot he’d just been standing in. Phoenix was already gone again, just like the last couple of times. The man could move around the cave completely undetectable. He made no sound and could only be seen when he allowed it.
 
   Instead of keeping the boy waiting in suspense again, Phoenix flashed forward and quickly attacked Ash again. The boy defended with his remaining fireball, which Phoenix easily cut apart and extinguished. The teacher moved in again for a thrust of his blade, but Ash bent his back in a limbo-like move and narrowly avoided the blade. From his strange stance, Ash blasted two more fireballs at his attacker.
 
   Phoenix jumped back and cut away the flames. “Lionel told me you’d try to keep me away with your ‘impressive’ flame stock,” he said. “But that won’t work here. This cavern, spacious as it may be, is too small to play keep away in. All I have to do is use a little bit of soul power, and…”
 
   Phoenix held out his hand palm-up, conjuring a fireball. With a faint glowing mist coming off his body, the fireball became engulfed as well. Phoenix tested Ash’s skills, shooting the small ball of flames forward. Aiming to put his fireball blocking skills to the test, Ash conjured flames in his hands as well. He thrust his arms forward, looking to catch his opponent’s fireball and make it his own with the flame thief technique taught to him by Wilhelm.
 
   The powerful projectile slammed into Ash’s hands with far more force than a fireball that size should have. The boy tried overwhelming it with his own flame, creating his own personal inferno to blanket around it. No matter how he struggled to overcome it, the flames with Phoenix’s soul power mixed in were too strong to contain.
 
   “It’s over,” Phoenix said, snapping his fingers. The billowing mess of flames exploded. In the ensuing flash of light and heat, the boy was blinded. He struggled to stay on his feet with the force from the soul-fire explosion pushing him back, remembering how the blast had been strong enough to tear through the rock demons of West Hell.
 
   He felt a sharp pain tear across his back. In that moment, he dropped his guard and the flames consumed him. Ash dropped to the ground, rolling around in sheer pain. When the flames died out the boy could see again. Phoenix was nowhere to be found, but Ash could feel a stinging sensation flaring across his shoulders and down the small of his back. 
 
   “That should be the end of it,” Phoenix said, stepping out of the shadows beside Ash. 
 
   He pushed his katana back into its sheath slowly. Ash tried with all his strength to climb to his knees in a sad mixture of confusion and pain. His former teacher’s blade slid to a halt inside its holder. As Phoenix clicked it firmly into place, Ash fell face-first to the ground, revealing a giant slash across the back of his coat where Phoenix had cut him down.
 
    
 
   



  
 


Chapter Thirty-Three: Give Me Strength
 
    
 
   Shiva desperately dodged Leona’s weapon over and over as Darko and Dismas sat idly off to the side watching. The girl had managed to avoid her aggressor’s bolas weapon for several minutes now, but her golden armor was much heavier than what she was used to wearing. That extra weight was taking its toll on her speed and endurance, and the thick beads of sweat running down her face were the proof.
 
   Leona repeated her tactic of twirling around the bolas to build up power before tossing it at Shiva. Because Leona could control the chain by directing the fireballs, she kept Shiva on the run. The girl would jump, duck, or dive out of the way of the spinning chain over and over again until it lost speed. At that point, Shiva would get a brief moment of rest while Leona recalled the weapon to start the process all over again.
 
   It was in that short period of time that Shiva realized she’d have to make her move, before she became too tired. The bolas slowed to its final rotation and Shiva saw her chance. She dashed forward preparing to launch two of her own fireballs. 
 
   “Bad idea to get in close!” Leona said, whipping her fireballs and chain violently at Shiva. The determined bride dropped to the floor and rolled the best she could in her thick armor. The weapon whizzed by only inches above her face. Shiva sat up quickly, pointed her arms at Leona, and blasted two raging fireballs at her.
 
   Leona covered her face with her arms. Shiva’s attack failed to do any damage, the silver armor she wore was strong enough to protect her from harm. Shiva knew she was at a major disadvantage here, and if she didn’t think of something fast this fight would be over very soon.
 
   “I already know how to beat you,” Shiva boasted. “All I have to do is take control of your weapon again!” The girl conjured a pea-sized flame on the tip of her finger and held her hand out like a gun. Using her thumb to help her aim, she targeted one of the fireballs at the end of Leona’s weapon.
 
   “I’m curious,” Leona said. “Just how do you think you’re going to beat me with a puny flame like that?”
 
   Shiva smirked and then fired her flaming bullet. When the tiny flame made contact with Leona’s weapon it exploded, consuming one of the bolas with Shiva’s flames. Leona hadn’t been expecting that, and her flames quickly died out. That end of the weapon now belonged to Shiva, who spun the fireball around Leona’s arm rapidly. When she ran out of slack, Leona simply grabbed the metal ball and filled it back up with her own flames again.
 
   “That won’t work,” she said. “This armor makes it so you can’t constrict me, or even hurt me in the slightest. Even if you took over my bolas again, what good will they do you? There’s no way you can win against my perfectly planned strategy!”
 
    
 
   As the girls continued their game of keep away, Dismas watched with proud admiration. He had no doubts that Leona would win. He grew curious about what was going on inside of Darko’s head. The Prince had been sitting silently this whole time with a blank expression on his face. He’d said he wanted to ‘prolong his entertainment’, but what did that truly mean? Was this all just a game to him?
 
   Darko yawned. “This is beginning to bore me,” he said. 
 
   “How can you say that?” Dismas asked. “Your sister is losing!”
 
   “It bores me because I don’t care,” Darko replied.
 
   What a monster! Dismas thought.
 
   “How about this,” the Prince said. “Until their fight is over, I will not move from this spot. I will not attack or defend myself, either. I will simply sit here, and if you think you can kill me you are free to do so.”
 
   Dismas scoffed. “Don’t underestimate us. Leona is going to kick your sister’s ass, and then I’m gonna kick yours. I don’t need to take cheap shots until then.” 
 
   “Very well,” Darko said, emotionless. “It does not matter. Either way, you’ll die.”
 
    
 
   Shiva was beginning to run out of steam. She was drenched in sweat from lugging around the heavy suit of golden armor, and probably didn’t smell so fresh. Finally she failed to dodge the bolas and her legs became bound together, wrapped in chain. She stumbled backward and toppled to the floor as Leona moved in slowly. Shiva went on the defensive blasting shots of fire at Leona, but the servant girl didn’t even try to dodge, had no need to dodge, because the armor protected her entire body.
 
   Leona rushed in and leapt, aiming to drop her foot on top of Shiva’s face. The girl quickly reacted, thrusting her legs forward and stopping the incoming drop kick. Leona backflipped off Shiva’s feet and took a few steps back. With a wave of her hands, the chain unwrapped from around Shiva’s legs. The fireballs flew back to their creator, and Leona once again held her powerful bolas at the ready.
 
    “You know, you’re pretty good for a servant girl,” Shiva said as she climbed to her feet.
 
   “You still believe I’m a mere servant? I guess I can’t blame you. Phoenix took every possible precaution in our planning to ensure you never find out who I really am.”
 
   “Oh? You have a secret identity? Who are you, his grandma?” Shiva said with a smirk.
 
   Leona thought back to when she was a lot younger. Her brother Lionel and her were orphans, living in the streets and surviving by stealing. Lionel had gotten pretty good at fighting with a pair of sword-like sticks, and sometimes they’d have to mug people just to get some food. 
 
   On one occasion they tried to mug a passing Noble scholar. The boy easily defeated and disarmed his mugger, and instead of calling for the Royal Guards he introduced himself as Phoenix Dawnfall. As it just so happened, Phoenix had been out looking to hire a servant. He didn’t want one, but his father demanded he get one.
 
   So Phoenix offered the job to her. She wouldn’t accept without a few demands, however. First, she would need separate room and board for her and her brother. Phoenix met this demand by introducing the pair to Wilhelm and finding space for them in West Hell. Lionel immediately began helping Wilhelm with the development of the land, and trained with Phoenix in his spare time.
 
   As an employer, Phoenix was the best. She went everywhere with him, witnessed his every act of kindness, and fell in love. The day came when Phoenix introduced her and her brother to the rebels, and they of course joined the club. Eventually, to be of more use to her employer, Leona started training with her brother. 
 
   The next few years flew by. As they became more involved in their rebel plotting, Phoenix and Leona grew close to one another. After spending nearly one hundred percent of their time together, the couple decided they’d like to spend the rest of their lives together. 
 
   “I’m his mate,” said Leona.
 
   “Saw it coming,” Darko muttered to himself.
 
   “His mate, huh,” Shiva said, gritting her teeth. She could feel her heart ripping in half, but tried not to show it. “I thought he had higher standards.”
 
   “I pitied you once,” Leona said. “But that’s no longer the case. Standing around idly watching the man I love seduce you ended any sympathy I felt towards you. Now I just want you dead so Phoenix and I can get on with our lives!”
 
   Leona charged in swinging the bolas, her soul power billowing off her body like steam. With amazing accuracy Leona hurled her weapon forward, its speed something Shiva was in no shape to handle. The girl tried to dodge but the chain caught her, wrapping around her body and constricting her arms.
 
   “Give it up!” Shiva shouted. “Thanks to my armor, this doesn’t even hurt!”
 
   Without saying a word, Leona pointed her hand at Shiva. She clenched her fist, and the chain tightened around her victim. Shiva groaned as the armor creaked and bent, the chain becoming tighter every second. 
 
   She coated the chain in her soul power, Shiva thought. That’s how she’s able to squeeze me so tightly. Finally the armor could bend no more and broke instead. Shiva screamed in pain as her armor crumbled and the chains bore down on her unprotected flesh.
 
   I don’t know how much longer I can stand this… she thought.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Ash laid facedown on the ground as Phoenix approached. When he got close enough to inspect the boy, Phoenix noticed something strange. Though he’d certainly cut the boy across his back, there was no blood spilled. He knew he held back just enough to keep the boy alive, but still there should have been at least some blood.
 
   Phoenix bent down to inspect the boy’s coat. Underneath the top layer of cloth, a thin layer of chainmail-like armor was visible. Ash’s ‘wound’ was nonexistent. Just as Phoenix realized this, Ash rolled over and with a fierce battle cry the boy let loose a blast of flames. Phoenix was taken by surprise, as the fireball slammed into his chest and exploded.
 
   Ash was back on his feet in an instant and on the attack. The boy charged forward through the cloud of smoke while Phoenix was still trying to draw his sword. With another lucky strike, Ash threw a mighty punch and caught his former teacher right in the gut. The man staggered backwards, still reaching for his blade. Ash had another tactic in mind, however.
 
   The boy launched another fireball at Phoenix’s hand. The man cursed and released the hilt of his sword, which was now engulfed in flame. Ash threw another punch, but this time Phoenix was ready. The man grabbed the boy’s fist and threw him aside.
 
   “I don’t recall your coat being reinforced with that armor,” Phoenix said.
 
   “I had some last-minute tailoring done by Gio. Figured it might just save my life some day,” Ash said with a grin.
 
   “Clever,” said Phoenix. “But now that I know you’re armored, I won’t be holding back anymore. I’ll really kill you next time.” 
 
   “Not gonna happen,” Ash said boldly. “I won’t let you take advantage of Shiva and get away with it!”
 
   “Didn’t you want to escape from Hell and go back to the Earth? I can help make that happen, if you only stop opposing me right now.”
 
   “There’s no way in Hell I’m letting you get away with your stupid plan! Even if it does cost me a free ride back home!”
 
   “Very well,” Phoenix said. “Let’s end this.” Without touching his still-smoking sword hilt, Phoenix charged at Ash. The boy prepared to face his former teacher head-on.
 
   The two began trading attacks. Phoenix started with a punch. Ash blocked and went for a kick. Phoenix grabbed his leg, which turned out to be a mistake. Ash punched for his face, which was wide open. When the boy’s fist slammed into Phoenix, it was like punching a wall. Ash recoiled in pain, his hand throbbing. A hazy glow emanated from around Phoenix’s head.
 
   “You can’t beat me,” said Phoenix. “I know how to use my soul and you don’t. That’s the deciding factor, really.”
 
   “Like I give a crap about any of that right now!” Ash shouted. 
 
   “Think about what I’m offering you! Is one girl really worth throwing all that away for?”
 
   “Shiva is my friend, damn it! Of course she’s worth fighting for!!” Ash screamed at the top of his lungs. 
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Unbeknownst to the boy, his voice traveled through the cracks in the cave. His shouts entered a ventilation pipe in the ground, then rose up through the ductwork and echoed into the room above them: the ceremonial chamber.
 
   Inside, Shiva was still suffering from the pain of being crushed by Leona’s weapon when the ghostly voice rang out: “Shiva is my friend, damn it! Of course she’s worth fighting for!!”
 
   The voice echoed a few times before fading out. Everyone in the room was surprised, but none more than Shiva. She was the only one who recognized the faint screaming voice that belonged to Ash.
 
   “Who said that?” Leona asked Dismas, confused. “I thought we were alone in here!”
 
   “We are!” Dismas replied. “I don’t know where that voice came from!”
 
   What nonsense, Prince Darko thought. He was still bored watching his sister fight. It took all of his willpower not to interfere and cut them both down. 
 
   That sounded like Ash, Shiva thought. He’s down there fighting Phoenix… For me!
 
   In that instant, Shiva felt something click. With her resolve peaked, her soul power was able to flow freely throughout her body. Suddenly she found that the chain binding her wasn’t so tight anymore. With a little oomph, Shiva was able to break the chain clean in half. The flaming metal bolas fell to the ground, as Leona watched with widened eyes in shock.
 
   “It’s time to even the score a little,” Shiva said. She smiled wickedly as a thick layer of visible steamy soul power flowed off her. Her armor, cracked and broken, fell off in shards to the floor.
 
   Thanks, Ash, she thought.
 
   



  
 


Chapter Thirty-Four: Sleep Now in the Fire
 
    
 
   Elsewhere, Aura Draxler was locked in a losing battle with the rebel Lionel. Simply put, Lionel had the advantage of being more practiced in his swordplay. Aura had been slacking off the last couple of years, and although he was quite confident in himself, he still knew he would not last much longer against his opponent if they continued fighting this way.
 
   Lionel jabbed forward rapidly with his blade while Aura swatted away his advances. The death toucher slowly backed up as the rebel moved in on him. Lionel made an unexpected move and lunged, aiming to pierce his opponent’s shoulder. If not for a fortunately placed puddle, Aura would have suffered a painful blow. The boy took a step backward into a solid foot of water and tumbled in, as Lionel’s blade struck the air where Aura’s shoulder had just been.
 
   “Damn it!” Aura screamed in frustration. “What a terribly impractical place for a sword fight!” The boy was frustrated by more than just his fall. He knew there’d be only one way to beat the rebel, and that was to think outside the box. Only, he hadn’t come up with an idea yet. It was way past crunch time and he needed to think of something fast.
 
   “I didn’t know you’d have so much trouble moving around in here. It is unfortunate the room is not brighter for you,” Lionel said in jest.
 
   His words were the creative spark that Aura needed. Suddenly, the boy had an idea. “You know something, you’re right,” Aura said. He began to slowly climb to his feet, the cold water running down his pants. “It is too dark in here! That’s why I’m losing to you!”
 
   “I only meant that if the room were brighter you might not fall into puddles,” Lionel said. “The brightness of the room has little to do with your chances of beating me.”
 
   “Let’s test that theory then,” said Aura. The boy raised his hands and concentrated. Ten tiny flames sprung to life on each of his fingers. The flames hovered in the air above his hands and began to grow in size. When the tiny fireballs were the size of ping-pong balls Aura flicked them into the air around him. The small amount of light they shed on the crystal cavern helped to illuminate the area a little.
 
   Over and over Aura repeated this process as Lionel stood marveling at the boys talent. When the death toucher filled the room with one hundred small flames, every corner of the cave lit up brilliantly. Aura took a minute to catch his breath.
 
   “I must say, that’s an impressive display of talent,” Lionel admitted. “Stupid, though. I told you its not going to help you if the room is well lit. All you’re doing is straining yourself to hold these lights in place. How can you expect to concentrate on that many flames while fighting me?”
 
   “I’ll… manage… some how,” Aura answered, straining his mind to focus. It was a lot harder than he had hoped to keep track of so many flames. Just talking nearly blew his concentration, and for his plan to succeed he’d need each and every flame to stay lit for as long as possible.
 
   The boy climbed out of the deep puddle and back up to the cavern floor. He had to maintain visual contact with all his flames, or he feared he might start losing track of them. Gripping his sword, Aura stood dripping wet with a scrunched up face. He was not at his most attractive, and Lionel wasn’t the least intimidated.
 
   “I feel sorry for you,” the rebel said. “I’ll wrap this up quickly now. If you could pick where you would like to be stabbed, which body part would you choose?”
 
   “I’d pick…” Aura muttered, trying to stay focused. “Your face!” Aura lunged forward, and the fireballs in the air scattered. The boy struck out at his opponent, but Lionel didn’t even flinch. The rebel calmly stepped aside, not even bothered to draw his own blade yet. Aura slashed again and again, but the rebel managed to sidestep his every attack. 
 
   Finally, with a dodge and a spin, Lionel planted his elbow in Aura’s gut. The boy was totally winded. All his flames flickered and sizzled in the air, creating a spectacular show of sparkling reflections throughout the crystal cavern. Aura quickly sucked his breath back in and jumped away, eager to not lose focus.
 
   “Just let them go,” Lionel encouraged him. “Seriously. I’m going to end this right now if you don’t,” he said as he drew his sword.
 
   Aura smiled wickedly. It was time to unleash the full power of his devious plan. As Lionel took an offensive stance, ready to strike, something else struck first. A large fireball hit Lionel from behind. Caught off guard, the rebel was tossed to the ground in front of Aura. The death toucher took the opportunity to give the rebel a little payback for the pain he’d sustained during their fight.
 
   Aura dropped from above with an elbow to Lionel’s spine. The rebel screamed in pain and surprise at the sudden turn of events. The rebel pushed off the ground and leapt back up to his feet.
 
   “You weren’t trying to light up the room!” he screamed in frustration. “You were filling the battle field with your own bombs!” Aura smiled proudly at Lionel’s assessment. It was true: his plan all along had been to create a floating mine field. He knew he couldn’t win if he fought fair, so he had to cheat.
 
   “Better… watch… yourself!” Aura said, pointing up. Above their heads the small fireballs danced to life and enlarged. 
 
   “Two can play at that game!” Lionel shouted, not wanting to lose in a competition of flames. Tapping into his soul power and copying Aura’s technique, the rebel started creating tens of flames and releasing them into the cavern. His flames fluttered and enlarged and mingled with Aura’s, and when he was done they could not distinguish between fireballs. The battlefield was now covered in levitating orbs of flame, and the final fight could commence.
 
   “Let’s… go!” Lionel shouted. With his soul power streaming off him, the rebel charged forward to attack. Aura moved in to finish the duel as well. The two clashed swords in a standoff. As they locked blades and eyes, struggling to concentrate on their hundreds of small problems, it began to rain. Flames showered down indiscriminately on the pair, sparking small explosions on both of their shoulders and arms. 
 
   They both slipped up, loosening their grips and slouching their bodies. On an instinct, Lionel jumped back to safety. He did not count on jumping right into another fireball, and was rocked by another little explosion. Aura had a pleased smile on his face, until a red orb dropped right in front of his face and exploded as well.
 
   When he came to his senses, he saw his opponent standing still with his blade drawn. A bright glow of foggy soul power drifted off of Lionel, greatly enhancing his strength. 
 
   “This… will decide… our fight,” he muttered. The cloud of soul power became focused around his arms and spread down the blade of his sword. 
 
   “Well then…” Aura said. “I’d better… come prepared!” The death toucher began to emit a bright glow of his own. He felt the familiar tingly sensation of electricity jolting through his hand, and realized he was putting out his own soul power. Realizing this, he gripped his blade with left hand, leaving his gauntlet hand free. “Now… come!” 
 
   Lionel dashed forward, spinning around a floating orb of fire and heading straight for Aura. With his arms and blade powered up by his soul, Lionel’s attack was sure to be fatal if he wanted it to be. Aura wasn’t sure if he could block such a powerful attack with his own blade. Instead of trying to clash once more with the rebel, Aura hatched another scheme.
 
   The death toucher focused all his soul into his gauntlet hand. When at last Lionel reached him and attacked with a downward slash, Aura didn’t even try to dodge or counter with his own blade. Instead, the boy reached forward with his gauntlet and grabbed a hold of his enemy’s blade.
 
   Aura struggled to hold his opponent’s sword at bay. If he hadn’t been focusing all his power in his hand, he would not have been able to stop the blade. Lionel made one last push, willing all of his fireballs to barrage the boy. Aura could do nothing but stand his ground and take all the blasts, trying his hardest to keep from wavering. 
 
   As the smoke built up from the blasts hitting Aura, Lionel felt the boy’s strength start to fade. “It’s over!” Lionel shouted, putting all his might into one last push. He could not see the boy through all the smoke, but he was sure he’d won. That’s when he felt a sharp pain in his side. As the smoke cleared, he saw the reason why.
 
   Aura’s blade, which was in his free hand, was pressed firmly against the rebel’s side. A trickle of blood was beginning to flow from the cut. “It’s over… for you,” said Aura as he pulled his blade back, slicing deeper into his foe. Lionel’s power was lost and his grip weakened on his blade. Aura, still holding onto the blade, gripped tightly and ripped it away from Lionel. The sword slid across the cavern floor and landed in another deep puddle.
 
   Struggling to stay on his feet, Lionel raised his fists and took a defensive stance. What few fireballs he hadn’t used to barrage the boy with disappeared. With his blood pouring out like a faucet from his side wound, Lionel aimed to go down fighting.
 
   “I don’t suppose you’re ready to call it quits and surrender peacefully?” Aura inquired.
 
   “Not…even…close!” Lionel said smugly, even though he was bleeding profusely all over the cavern floor. The rebel was exuding all his strength just standing up trying not to pass out. By the time he noticed the growing, glowing orb above him it was too late.
 
   “Unfortunate,” Aura said. When all his drifting flames had combined into one massive fireball, the death toucher dropped the ball on his enemy. Lionel collapsed with a scream of agony underneath the scorching flames of his adversary.
 
   The winner was Aura Draxler.
 
   



  
 


Chapter Thirty-Five: The Hopeless Housewife
 
    
 
   Most of Shiva’s golden armor laid in pieces scattered on the floor. Her arm and leg armor remained in tact, fortunately for her, as all she had protecting her body now was a black tank top. She didn’t like fighting with her hair down, but she wasn’t exactly able to call a time-out to put it up. The ladies were both ready to settle their beef, once and for all.
 
   “Even if you use soul power, you’ll be lucky if you put a scratch in this armor!” Leona taunted.
 
   “I’ll do more than scratch it, just you wait and see!” Shiva readied two massive fireballs in her hands and began rapidly launching projectile blasts at her enemy. Leona, wanting to prove her armor’s durability, refused to dodge Shiva’s blasts. Instead, she began to walk forward, her own soul power keeping her going.
 
   “Thanks for warming me up a little,” Leona taunted some more. “It’s quite toasty in here now!” she said. The lady rebel continued to advance while Shiva blasted her final pair of fireballs. Examining her foe’s armor, which had become black and burnt, Shiva saw that her plan was working.
 
   Before Leona reached her, the girl dove backwards and rolled on the ground. “I’m not done yet!” she cried, readying one more fireball.
 
   “Is that another fireball? Why bother, really?” 
 
   “Because this one is real special,” Shiva smirked. Turning to aim at her enemy who was almost upon her, Shiva gave the fireball one last stuffing of soul power to mix in with her flame. “Let’s see if your armor can stand up to this!” Shiva yelled as she blasted the blazing ball of flames directly at Leona.
 
   It’s puny! thought Leona. I can take it, no sweat. Well, except I am starting to sweat a little… it’s pretty hot in here, actually. 
 
   Despite the heat, the rebel thought she was safe. She even foolishly continued to walk forward. When the ball of flames struck her, she only had one foot planted on the ground. Immediately she realized something was wrong when she was blasted off her feet and slammed into the wall behind her. But the trouble didn’t end there. The fireball continued to fiercely press her against the wall, completely shattering her armor to tiny pieces and knocking the wind out her. 
 
   When at last the ball of fire and soul dissipated, the true reason for the flames strength was revealed. A small metal ball with many holes in it like a wiffle ball dropped with Leona to the chamber floor. Darko smirked at seeing it, surprised by his sister’s tenacity. Leona saw the ball and realized at once what it was: one of her own metal bolas!
 
   This was her goal all along! Blasting my armor with flames and heating it up to weaken it, and then using part of my own weapon to deal the final blow! If I hadn’t been wearing that armor I’d be out cold right now! This girl… this girl is smart! 
 
    
 
   Upon witnessing his opponent’s ‘invincible’ armor get smashed to pieces Dismas grew understandably concerned. Without her armor, and knowing the results of their previous battle in the Hellwood, Dismas calculated that Leona now had a (slim) possibility of losing. Prince Darko’s last words to him began to sound tempting.
 
   “I forgot to mention something earlier,” Darko said suddenly. Dismas, who was sweating already, listened intently. “Once their fight is over, regardless of the outcome, I’m going to straight-up murder you.”
 
   Dismas’s heart stopped beating. Now he was terrified. It looked like Leona, even if she won, wouldn’t be much help in a fight against Darko anyway. The man was seriously beginning to rethink Darko’s offer. But was he telling the truth? Would he really not try to dodge or even fight back if Dismas attacked now? There was only one way to find out.
 
   “If I attack you now, you won’t fight back?” Dismas asked.
 
   “I’d take advantage of it now if I were you,” Darko replied.
 
   That seemed to settle it. Dismas turned his body towards the Prince, ready to strike him as he sat motionless on the ground. He’d even tossed away his sword Infernos earlier. The rebel would never get a better shot than this to kill the Prince. Dismas took one step towards the Prince, and that was as far as he got.
 
   Darko looked him straight in the eyes and released his true soul power with a wicked grin. It was not just for show, as Dismas realized he could not move any closer. Though he tried to advance, his body simply refused to move forward. Darko was holding him back without so much as lifting a finger to stop him.
 
   This is his real power?! Dismas panicked internally. There’s no way I can take him in a head-on fight! Darko quelled his soul, and Dismas could feel his body start to respond once more. He didn’t take another step forward.
 
    
 
   Leona slowly rose back up to her feet, silently resolute. Like Shiva, her soul power was now overflowing with her motivations as well. I can’t let her beat me… she thought. I can’t let it end here… for Pax!
 
   “Let’s finish this,” the rebel said.
 
   “Glad to,” Shiva obliged. 
 
   The two women started running. When they were in range of each other, the fists started flying. For being fragile-looking ladies, they fought like savage gladiators. They exchanged punches all over each other’s bodies, wherever they could reach that wasn’t guarded at that moment. 
 
   Leona, who was full of the ultimate motivation of love and devotion, eventually gained the upper hand. Her punches hit a little harder, and landed a little more frequently than Shiva’s. The girls dished out punches and kicks for minutes, until Shiva was eventually backed up against the wall.
 
   “I’m gonna slam your head into the wall!” Leona shouted, going in to end their fight. I’m going to succeed here today, Leona told herself. I’m going home after this to be with you… Pax!
 
   The lady rebel advanced for another powerful strike, catching Shiva in the face and knocking her against the wall like she’d promised. Shiva dropped to the ground and rolled away instinctively to not get trapped between her enemy and the wall. She was dead tired now and her flow of soul power was dimming. Despite this, she knew she was about to clinch victory.
 
   Serves you right for not noticing, she thought.
 
   As Leona moved in on her for the last time, Shiva jumped up and with all her might blasted one more fireball. Not to be caught off guard by another one of her surprises, Leona decided to carefully sidestep this time. The ball went whizzing past her head, leaving the rebel girl smiling smugly in safety. 
 
   Gotcha! Shiva screamed in her head.
 
   The fireball slammed into the wall behind the rebel. Instead of immediately dispersing and disappearing, the fireball let out a loud metal CLANK and bounced off the wall. The metal fireball ricocheted directly into the back of Leona’s head, sending her face-first to the floor and knocking her out cold instantly. Just before passing out, Leona had time to think “of course… my other bola.”
 
   Shiva had won.
 
    
 
   Dismas was in a terrified state of shock and panic. His partner had been defeated, and now he was essentially alone in his fight against the Royal Family. The man turned to see Prince Darko smiling jovially, which somehow looked pants-wettingly scary on him, as if he were thinking about which way was the best to tear his opponent limb from limb.
 
   But the rebel had a backup plan, which quickly turned into the only plan. As Darko climbed to his feet Dismas dropped to his hands and knees. “Please don’t kill me!” Dismas begged, scooting in closer to the Prince.
 
   “You sure went from boasting to begging quickly,” Darko said, unimpressed. “What a huge disappointment. I’ll end you quickly now.”
 
   Fool! Dismas thought as he placed his hands at Darko’s feet. With equal parts concentration and soul power, the rebel placed an area seal at Darko’s feet. I got you now! The markings of the seal appeared in a circle around the Prince, trapping him where he stood.
 
   “You’re going nowhere!” Dismas proclaimed. “First, I’m going to finish off Lady Shiva.”
 
   Shiva was sitting on the floor exhausted, bruised, and bleeding from her fight still. She turned towards the boastful rebel and gave him a determined grin. “Try it!” she said.
 
   “Now hold on,” Darko interrupted. “Shiva, if you touch him, I’m going to be very angry.” Darko stood patiently with his arms crossed, still locked in place by the seal.
 
   “Hah!” Dismas laughed haughtily. “You can’t do anything! You’re stuck there. Face it. I’m the guy that’s going to kill you. That is how history will remember me: Dismas, the man who assassinated Prince Darko!”
 
   “Our fight is currently underway,” Darko said. “The conditions, as you have decided, are that I may not leave this area seal, is that correct? So to win, I must simply defeat you without moving from this spot. If that is the case, then that is what I will do.” Without uncrossing his arms, Darko lit a small fireball in one hand. “Watch closely, sister,” he said. “This is how you win a fight!”
 
   Dismas prepared to dodge the Prince’s smallish fireball, but Darko did not throw it at him. Instead the Prince sent the fireball hovering in the opposite direction, confusing his rebel opponent. When Dismas poked his head over to see around the Prince, he spotted what the fireball’s intended target was and almost wet himself.
 
   The flame drifted over to where Darko had tossed his sword Infernos. The small amount of flame entered the blade through one of the vents along its edge. For a moment, it seemed to have been snuffed out. Then, the blade started rattling on the floor and erupted into flames.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind, I’m borrowing an idea from your partner,” Darko said. Without moving a muscle, the Prince willed the flames to rise inside the sword, lifting it up into the air. Hovering several feet above the ground, Infernos looked as if it were possessed by a ghost. A well-trained ghost. 
 
   “You can’t be serious…” Dismas said, gasping for breath. The rebel stopped talking, and started backing away slowly.
 
   How can he lift that massive sword with just his flames?! He’s a monster!
 
   “Your time is up,” said Darko. Infernos flew forward so fast Dismas barely had time to turn around and run. The blade impaled him right through his back and emerged from his chest. Blood sprayed everywhere and the man struggled to stay alive. “I’m sorry, but history is not going to remember you as the man who killed me. History won’t even remember your name… what was it again?” 
 
   Dismas tried to utter his name, but couldn’t even manage a single breath. With a snap of his fingers, Darko made the blade of Infernos burst once more with wild flames. Dismas screamed in agony with his dying breath. The rebel dropped to his knees and fell forward in a puddle of his own blood, the blade that murdered him sliding out as he hit the floor. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Darko. “I couldn’t hear you there.”
 
   The Prince of Hell was victorious in his battle, and bored in his victory. Shiva watched in stunned awe at her brother’s fearsome talent for battle. The Prince stepped up to his charred dead foe and pulled his blade out. Giving it a good swing to get some of the blood off, Darko headed for the door. He saw the seal his opponents placed on the door fade away as he approached. Darko kicked the door open, leaving without a word to his sister.
 
   Not even going to check if I’m okay… Shiva couldn’t help but feel disappointed in her brother. Oh crap! Ash! Shiva suddenly remembered her teammate was somewhere else, fighting a battle against the mastermind behind the rebel invasion of the Kingdom. Somewhere in this room was a vent that led to whatever room he was in, and she had to find it.
 
   Outside the chamber, Darko was approached by Goddard and Wilhelm. The two had many questions for him, but the Prince wasn’t in the mood for answering.
 
   “What happened in there?” Goddard asked.
 
   “How is Shiva?” Wilhelm asked.
 
   Darko shrugged. “We killed some rebels. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’d like to go kill some more.” Without waiting to be excused, Darko strolled away from the men.
 
   As Shiva scoured the ceremonial chamber for the boy’s lifeline, Goddard and Wilhelm rushed in with Gio tagging along behind them. The three of them approached Shiva, who was bent over in the corner of the room next to the wall.
 
   “Shiva!” Wilhelm called to her. “I’m so glad you’re alright!”
 
   “My Lady, you look like a hot mess!” Gio kinda sorta complimented her. 
 
   “Lady Shiva, what are you doing over there?” Goddard asked as the men moved in on her. Shiva ignored their calls and pressed her ear against something metal near the bottom of the wall.
 
   “Shiva? What’s the matter?” Goddard asked with concern.
 
   “Shhh!” Shiva snapped at them. Verifying one last time what she was hearing through the vent, Shiva made up her mind about what she was going to do next. She put her mouth up against the vent and screamed at the top of her lungs.
 
   “You can do it Ash! Kick his ass!!”
 
    
 
   



  
 


Chapter Thirty-Six: The Mighty Fall
 
    
 
   Shiva’s shouts of encouragement traveled through the vent deep underground and deposited in the cavern with the scary door where Ash was battling Phoenix. The two combatants paused their fight upon hearing the lady’s voice echoing through the battleground. This came as a pleasant surprise to Ash, who could of used a little rest at the moment.
 
   Phoenix was stronger and faster in every way, and wasn’t kidding when he said he was going to end their fight quickly. Since discovering Ash’s armored coat, the teacher had been focusing his attacks on the boy’s head and legs. Ash was getting the workout of his life just trying to dodge and stay conscious. His face was covered in bruises and a thin layer of blood trickled from his lower lip.
 
   “That was Shiva’s voice just now,” Phoenix said. “There must be a vent that connects this cavern to another room up above.”
 
   “Shiva!!” Ash shouted as loud as he still could. “Will do!!”
 
   The boy’s been able to keep up with me even at top speed, Phoenix thought to himself. It doesn’t help that I can only attack his face and legs because of that armor. And his flame stock… Phoenix inspected his clothing, which had become charred and burnt all over from Ash’s fire attacks. If he really is who we think he is, it could become problematic for me if I drag this fight out much longer.
 
   “Don’t worry about me! I’m doing just fine!” Ash continued to call out, his voice echoing loudly and hopefully reaching Shiva up above. Just knowing that his friend was alive was a huge relief for the boy. It filled him with hope and determination, two of the most powerful natural emotions. Examining his hands, Ash could see a small amount of steam glistening off his hands. Is this soul power? he wondered.
 
   The boy narrowly managed to move out of the way just as Phoenix’s sword came swinging down right where he stood. Though he only meant to move a few inches, Ash ended up nearly all the way across the room.
 
   “Whoa!” Ash shouted in surprise. “Did I just…teleport?”
 
   This isn’t good… Phoenix thought. He’s getting stronger by the minute! Instead of panicking, Phoenix knew exactly what to do. He remained calm and activated his own soul power. He was going to end the fight immediately, by any means necessary. Phoenix dashed forward with such speed that if Ash hadn’t been emitting his own soul power, the boy would have been caught off guard.
 
   But with his extreme speed boost, Ash was easily able to flit out of the way as Phoenix’s blade came swinging down once again.
 
   “Hey, dodging is kinda easy when you have soul power!” Ash said, admiring his newfound speed. It was just like the time he fought Apsat, only this time he was beginning to understand his power. Now he could control it.
 
   The two chased each other around the cavern, with Phoenix constantly slashing with his katana and Ash practicing his dodging skills. Eventually Ash started gathering flames in his palms for an enhanced fireball projectile attack. When Phoenix next attacked, Ash swiftly moved behind him and released his flames.
 
   Phoenix was blasted all the way across the cave and pinned against the wall for a moment. When at last he dropped to the floor, his back was exposed through a small hole that Ash had burnt through his outfit. The teacher stood still and silent for a moment, reflecting on the battle at hand and how best to disable his opponent.
 
   “I won’t let you ruin our plans,” Phoenix said solemnly as he turned to face the boy. “I’m come too far, putting my friend’s and family’s lives on the line. I can’t let them all down! I am the man who will save Hell! You’re just a kid!”
 
   “I don’t know a thing about saving Hell,” Ash replied. “I’m just here to stop you from hurting my friends!”
 
   “You’ve done well here, all the more proof that I can’t let you leave here alive,” Phoenix said, taking a step forward and drawing his blade. “But now I have to move on with my mission. I’m going to exploit one of your weaknesses to end this quickly.”
 
   One of my weaknesses? Ash thought, confused. What’s he talking about? I don’t have a weakness, do I?
 
   While the boy was pondering what his weakness might be, Phoenix released the rest of his remaining soul power. The bright shining steam billowed off the man on a mission, signaling the end was near. This would be his final attack, and he’d put all his soul into it to ensure his success. 
 
   It was around this time that Ash realized his own soul power was disappearing now. The glowing cloud of power that was surrounding him only minutes ago now had faded away. It looked like he was on his own once more. The boy’s former mentor held his blade forward, prepared to strike even though he was across the cave.
 
   In the blink of an eye, Phoenix disappeared and moved so quickly over to where Ash was that he appeared as just a flash. With Ash’s magical dodging talent no longer an option, the boy had very little time to think, as Phoenix appeared only feet in front of him.
 
   As the former mentor raised his blade preparing for a direct attack, it seemed almost as if time slowed down around Ash. At once he realized what his ex-teacher intended to do to win the battle. It was a cheap trick, and one that was sure to cost Ash the fight.
 
    
 
   A few months back…
 
   The boy was in the middle of sword practice with Amos and Phoenix. That day’s particular lesson had to do with how to fight an opponent who had a sword if you found yourself unarmed against him.
 
   “You’ve got a large stock of flames, Ash,” Amos told him. “But you’re rubbish with a sword. Sorry. I think this lesson will be very valuable to you some day.” 
 
   During that lesson, Ash learned how to run away from someone with a sword. This training was actually quite useful against Phoenix and the other rebels. The downside to the training was that it always ended the same way: in Ash’s defeat.
 
   The boy would always end up cornered or outrun by Amos, who would always use the same attack to knock the boy down and out for a while. Raising the wooden practice sword above his head, Amos would bring it crashing down on top of Ash’s head, sending him to dreamland. 
 
   After so many unsuccessful attempts, Ash started thinking outside of the box. He remembered Aura’s maneuver to catch his opponent’s sword with his gauntlet hand, and though he had no gauntlet to catch a sword with, he could improvise. This led to Ash getting knocked unconscious many times trying to catch the sword between his palms before it slammed down on his head. No matter how many times he tried, Ash was never able to catch the sword in time. 
 
    
 
   Back to the present…
 
   As Phoenix prepared his last attack, Ash closed his eyes and dropped to his knees, putting his hands together in prayer.
 
   “Praying? Now?” Phoenix said. “Whatever. Goodbye, Ash.”
 
   As the boy’s mentor brought his sword down, a series of images flashed in Ash’s mind. He saw the faces of his best friends from Earth. He saw his mother, Grace, and their old farmhouse. Aura’s face popped into his head as well, along with Goddard and Wilhelm and Gio and Yazma and Amos and Archen. And last but not least, he thought of Shiva.
 
   “I have to protect my friends,” Ash whispered.
 
   Phoenix brought his blade down on Ash. The boy raised his hands, still locked in prayer, and parted them ever so slightly. Phoenix’s blade slipped right between his palms, and Ash instantly pressed his hands together. When he opened his eyes, he saw that his attempt at catching an opponent’s blade had finally been successful.
 
   Even more surprising was the fact that his soul power had returned in full force, as his entire body was now emitting the thick glowing steam of power. The two combatants stood locked in a stalemate for a moment. Phoenix, who was every bit as surprised as he was determined to end the fight, forced even more soul power into his attack. It would nearly drain him of power for a while, but at least he could carry out his mission.
 
   “Good block!” said Phoenix. “But I’ve already won!”
 
   “The moment your plans included hurting one of my friends… you’d already lost!” Ash screamed, twisting his hands and snapping Phoenix’s blade in half.
 
   “That can’t be…!” Phoenix stuttered in surprise as Ash rose suddenly to his feet. The boy collected a staggering amount of soul power in his fist, blasting forth with a punch to his ex-teacher’s face. Phoenix tried to block or dodge, but his body refused to move. He’d expelled more of his soul than he knew, leaving his body exhausted and weak. 
 
   Ash’s fist slammed into Phoenix’s cheek and burst into flames. Phoenix slid back from the force, his face in scorching hot pain and still smoking. The man recoiled, having not felt pain like that since his sparring days with Prince Darko. He staggered on his feet trying not to black out. When he finally turned his attention back to the human, Ash stood collecting flames at his side.
 
   “I forgot to give you your wedding present,” Ash said. His soul power mixed in with his flames, and soon he was holding a radiantly shining ball of energy. “Sorry I didn’t have time to wrap it!”
 
   The boy shot forward his sphere of flames and soul, which rammed into Phoenix’s chest. The force blasted the man all the way across the cavern where he met with the hard rock wall. The ball of energy kept him pinned to the wall while it dug into his flesh. After a few seconds, the flames died down and Phoenix dropped to the ground in defeat.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Back up in the ceremonial chamber, Goddard, Wilhelm, Gio, and Lady Shiva all sat on the hard floor crowded around the air vent. They heard some indistinct screams coming from below, but they could not tell who was the one doing the screaming. After a couple minutes of silence, the group became worried.
 
   “Do you think he’s alright down there?” Gio asked.
 
   “Probably not,” Goddard said. “He’s come a long way, but Phoenix is much stronger. Isn’t that right, Lady Shiva?”
 
   “Don’t underestimate Ash,” Shiva replied. “I’ve seen him get out of worse situations.”
 
   Where did her newfound faith in that boy come from? Goddard wondered to himself. He had never seen Shiva like this before. She was usually very brazen about her own abilities, but would rarely if ever acknowledge her teammates strengths. This whole experience had definitely changed her, but Goddard continued to wonder if it would be for the better or not.
 
   At last, there came a voice from the vent that everyone had been dying to hear. 
 
   “I BEAT HIM!!” came Ash’s voice, booming with and overwhelming sense of pride in his accomplishment. 
 
   “That’s great!” Shiva called back to him, her eyes beginning to dampen. The girl turned away from her friends, not wanting them to see the extent of her joy. But there was also sadness in her tears, for everything that had gone awry in the last twenty-four hours of her life. She desperately wished she could go back and do it all over.
 
   Wilhelm turned his back on the group. “I should be going now,” he said. “I’m glad you’re alright, Shiva.” Without another word, the old Satan rushed out of the chamber.
 
   Gio rested a comforting hand on her shoulder. “It’s over,” he told her. “You should thank Ash properly when you get the chance. He did it for you, you know.”
 
   “I know,” Shiva said wiping her tears away. “I know.”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Back underground, Ash’s soul power faded again leaving him feeling very tired and achy. His knees buckled, but he remained standing despite the pain. His former teacher lay on the ground only feet away from the entrance to the scary hut entrance. On his face was a scorch mark in the shape of a fist, still smoking a little. The power of Ash’s soul-infused fireball stripped away most of Phoenix’s shirt, leaving his skin around his stomach a sickly black-and-blue color.
 
   The area became eerily silent, and Ash felt a wave of dread and fear wash over him. He was now technically alone with the frightening secret of the Royal Family. This would most likely be his one and only chance to ever see what was hidden down here… He had to take this opportunity now, while he still could.
 
   Ash moved slowly past the unconscious body of his former teacher-turned-enemy. What was so special it had to be locked all the way down here, away from everyone else? What was hidden only steps away, behind that hut’s door? From the looks of the scorch marks on the door, a few wayward fireballs must of hit it during their fight. The many chains and locks that held the door securely in place looked looser than before. There was now a small crack in the opening of the door, just enough of a gap to peek an eyeball through.
 
   “Ash!” came a faint voice from above. “Remember, don’t go into that room! Just stay there with the criminal and wait for us to come to you!” Goddard shouted.
 
   All was quiet once more. Ash tiptoed cautiously over to the forbidding hut with no windows. Disregarding Goddard’s warnings, the boy moved in closer for a better look at what was inside. Stepping over the body of his fallen enemy, Ash hesitated a moment to gather the courage to peek inside.
 
   Whatever’s in there… he thought. It could help me get back to Earth! 
 
   Ash took a deep breath and placed his eye between the crack in the door. An icy chill ran down his spine. It was too dark to see anything inside, so he lit a tiny flame and floated it into the hut. What he saw filled him with confusion, and the more he looked at it the colder his body became. He was paralyzed by fear, or something far more malicious. A dark force from within gripped his bones, driving the boy to the brink of despair in an instant. He knew he had to get away soon, before it was too late.
 
   Before he lost his mind to madness.
 
   



  
 


Chapter Thirty-Seven: Don’t Fear the Reaper
 
    
 
   In the crystal cavern, Aura stood victorious over the unconscious rebel Lionel. The death toucher was proud of himself for managing to figure out his soul power, but for some strange reason felt hollow inside. He had nothing against Lionel. In fact he kind of liked him. But because they were on opposite sides, they were destined to fight. 
 
   “Sucks…” Aura muttered. “And for what? Some stupid hole in the ground?” he asked himself, turning his attention to the old well in the corner of the cave. “Of course I’m going to look inside it!” The boy crossed streams and puddles and hopped over stones to get to the well. 
 
   When he was standing right next to it he could see the object covering the well was a large, disc-shaped stone. It must have taken someone a long time to carve it into that shape, because etched into the top of the stone was a single word.
 
   “Nemo?” Aura said, reading the stone carving aloud. “Who’s Nemo? I don’t recall a Nemo Satan in any of the history books. Maybe Nemo’s the name of the guy who wasted his life carving this giant stone lid for a well! Sorry Mr. Nemo, but Mr. Draxler is about to sneak a peek at your dirty little secret!”
 
   Planting his feet firmly and pressing his shoulder against the side of the stone lid, Aura strained his muscles to push. It didn’t move for a couple of seconds, but Aura found a little more oomph to give and managed to budge it a single inch. The stone lid grinded against the brick-top well, echoing throughout the cave.
 
   He listened for any sounds of water, but everything was silent. All Aura could hear was the sound of his own heavy breathing and heart beat. He paused for a moment in fear before sticking his eye into the crack. Even with the torchlight from the room, he could see nothing but darkness inside the well. He thought for a second, wondering if he should drop a flame inside to see.
 
   That’s when he heard…something. It was like a soft, almost inaudible groan at first. But then the noise became clearer and loud enough for Aura to hear properly, and there was no mistaking it. There was something alive down here.
 
   “Lll…” the voice whispered from the darkness.
 
   Did it just say something? Aura wondered.
 
   “I-i-illl…” the hoarse voice groaned.
 
   ‘Ill?’ Is he trying to say he’s sick?
 
   “Ck… Ck… K-ill…”
 
   ‘KILL!?’ Did he just say ‘kill’!? Oh man, this is insane! What if it’s some super-demon that was sealed away by the great hero Aster!? I’d better close this up right now and get out of here! But… If it really is a dangerous demon, I could always just use my ability on him. If Aster could beat him without my ability, I’m sure I could take him easily! Okay! I’ve convinced myself! Mr. Draxler, you are brilliant!
 
   Aura lit a tiny flame on the tip of his finger. The boy navigated the little flame through the opening and watched the miniature searchlight slowly descend the depths of the well. One foot. Five feet. Ten feet. Twenty feet. Suddenly the flame disappeared from sight. 
 
   Did it go out? Aura wondered. It doesn’t feel like I’m controlling it anymore…
 
   “Kill.”
 
   It’s that voice again…
 
   “Kill… Kill… Kill!” 
 
   “Hello?” Aura called down the well. “Who’s down there?” 
 
   “KILL!!” the voice erupted from below. In a split-second flash of light, Aura saw the outline of what looked like a very frail and skinny hairless man. Then the fire came. Aura had never seen so much blue flame in his life. He jumped backward just in time as the flames jumped out of the tiny crack of an opening.
 
   “What the…!” was all Aura could mutter.
 
   “LET ME OUT!!” the maniacal well-dweller whaled.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   On the opposite side of the underground cavework, Ash was also sticking his eyeball where it didn’t belong. The boy felt his body go numb, almost as if he had been drugged. It was so powerful he could not move. Inside of the cabin wasn’t just something scary, it was something so terrifyingly evil that Ash couldn’t even move in the presence of it.
 
   Which really sucked, because now he wanted to get the hell out of there. The tiny amount of what he could see, lit by his small flame, was terrible enough to fuel his nightmares for years to come. The boy tried to look away, but the fear was paralyzing. There in the small sliver of light, Ash could just make out an object in the hut.
 
   It looked like a giant diamond, or some other kind of clear stone. Or maybe it was a big chunk of ice. Ash wasn’t entirely sure about that detail. Whatever the material was, the boy could see something inside, frozen in time and perfectly preserved. A man.
 
   Ash couldn’t make out specific features on the man’s face, but he could tell from the man’s position that he was frozen in prayer. The man’s wings were just visible behind his back, though they didn’t look like devil wings. They were brighter, less scaly, more avian… Ash had seen wings like that before, just once on the night he was taken to Hell.
 
   The man trapped in the stone was an angel.
 
   “Terrifying, right?”
 
   Ash fell backward, surprised to hear Phoenix talking so soon. The boy took the opportunity to crawl back a few feet, just in case the wave of fear paralyzed him again. Sitting on the ground next to the very beat-up Phoenix, Ash rested and caught his breath.
 
   “What… Who is that?” the boy said, gasping for air.
 
   “Like I said before,” Phoenix replied, “he’s the reason why we’re all here.” 
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   “LET… ME… OUT!!” the terrifying voice bellowed from below. Scorching hot blue flames leapt from the open well, threatening anyone who got too close. Aura took cover across the stream from the well, too shocked and scared to move. The crystal cavern trembled as the man in the well screamed with a fury the boy had never before heard.
 
   “You woke… him up?” came a familiar voice. Aura directed his attention across the cave and saw Lionel lying on his back. He was awake now, though not in any shape to get up and move around.
 
   “Who the heck is that!?” Aura shouted. 
 
   “Beats me,” the rebel said. “That’s what I came down here to find out.” 
 
   “KKKKIIIIILLLLLLLLL!!” the man in the well screamed repeatedly. The cave started to feel more like a sauna now from all the blue flame the man was emitting.
 
   “Close it!” Lionel said. “We can’t let him get out!” 
 
   Aura nodded in agreement. Before the room got any hotter, the boy crossed the stream once more and carefully made his way around the bursts of blue-hot flames coming from the well. Cautiously, he maneuvered around the well to the backside. There he struggled to push the lid back the opposite way, covering the well. 
 
   “NOOOOO!!” the man in the well screamed. “KILL!!” The screams went silent as the lid slid into place over the opening. No more flames escaped, and the room gradually cooled down. The silence was a welcomed change.
 
    “I’m conflicted,” Lionel said. “I feel like I should thank you for saving me from that guy. On the other hand, I feel like I should hate you.”
 
   “Because I beat you up?”
 
   “Because they’re going to kill me!” Lionel screamed. He faced the floor, lost in thought for a moment. Finally, he looked up at Aura with fear in his eyes. “You should just kill me now.”
 
   “No way! I was ordered to capture you, not kill you. Besides, I don’t even wanna kill you.”
 
   “If you don’t kill me, they will! I’m dead no matter what, and I’d much rather die in a fight with you than be executed in front of the entire Kingdom!”
 
   “Too damn bad! You did the crime, now you have to accept the punishment.”
 
   “Please!” Lionel screamed as tears flew. “I can accept death, but not a criminal’s death! That’s not how I want to be remembered in the end!”
 
   “Look,” said Aura. “I’m not going to let you take the easy way out, so quit trying to put your death on my conscious! It doesn’t matter how you die, as long as you own it! So when the time comes, are you gonna go out like a sniveling coward? Or are you gonna own your death like a real man?”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   “We don’t have much time,” Phoenix said. They could hear the voices and footsteps of the Royal Guards coming for them through the cracks in the rocky walls. “In case we don’t get the chance to speak again, I have to tell you something. Our fight has cleared any doubts I once had about you. In fact, I must say I’m quite proud of you.”
 
   “Proud of me? You’re delirious.”
 
   “No, I mean it. You’ve improved so much I hardly recognize you anymore. I know you’ll make a great leader some day.”
 
   “Leader? Me? I think I must have really damaged your brain when I hit you. I’m no leader.”
 
   “Maybe not yet,” Phoenix replied. “But some day soon…”
 
   A man appeared, climbing through the crack in the rocks to get into the cavern. To Ash’s surprise, the man was Goddard accompanied by two Royal Guard soldiers. “Ash!” the Royal Advisor called out to his subordinate.
 
   “I’m fine,” Ash answered. “I have the… criminal. He’s not going anywhere.”
 
   “Excellent!” Goddard commended the boy, grasping his shoulders passionately. “And the room, you didn’t go inside did you?”
 
   “No,” Ash answered quickly. “Of course not! I get goosebumps just looking at it.”
 
   “Good. Let’s all get out of this place right away. You two, carry the prisoner back through the cave!” The two Royal Guards scrambled to pull the injured Phoenix to his feet and dragged him over to the exit. It was going to be a difficult process for them to lead the prisoner back through the cavern. “We’d better go first,” Goddard said to Ash.
 
   As the two of them crawled through the tiny cracks and back down the rocky ledges, Ash couldn’t help but wonder what Phoenix had meant when he said the boy would make a good leader some day. He knew he should feel happy about getting revenge for Shiva, but after witnessing the disturbing frozen angel all the boy could feel was sorrow.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Royal Guards spilled into the crystal cavern, where Aura and Lionel sat debating the ethics of mercy killing. The Royal Guards marveled at the dazzling crystals as they slowly made their way over to where the two were sitting.
 
   “They’re here,” Lionel said. “Quickly, this is my last chance – please, I beg you! Kill me now!”
 
   “He’s over here, guys!” Aura called to the guards. “Take him away.”
 
   The Royal Guards swept through the crystal cavern like a SWAT team, some of them even holding fireballs in their hands. When they saw the rebel lying on the ground completely defenseless they moved in and immediately chained his wrists together as they lifted him up to his feet. Lionel struggled to stand up, but his wounds had severely weakened him.
 
   “Aura Draxler?” a soldier asked. Aura recognized him as one of the guards regularly stationed at the castle gate. He was also one of the people who routinely made Aura’s life harder each morning by forcing him and Ash to open the heavy gates on their own. Aura nodded politely in acknowledgement. “Good job here. You really helped us scrape this piece of rebel shit off the King’s boot!”
 
   The boisterous guard shoved his fist into Lionel’s gut as the rest of the guards held the rebel on his feet. Lionel kept his head low, but the punch knocked out what little wind he had left in him. When Aura caught a look at his former opponent’s face as they dragged him off, he did not like the pained expression he saw.
 
   “He’s already been beaten man, you didn’t have to hit him!” Aura said, taking a stand. Lionel kept his head low in shame and defeat. “He’s not a piece of shit. His name is Lionel, and he’s one of the most honorable men I’ve ever met.”
 
   “Yeah well honor don’t count for much when you’re a treasonous scumbag!” the guard replied with a hearty laugh and a rough shove that knocked Lionel back down to his knees. “Oh come on! Don’t tell me you’re ready to die so soon! We still have a fun evening of special activities planned for you!”
 
   Aura stood silently as the guards dragged their prisoner away, then disappeared from the cavern. The death toucher took one last look back at the terrifying ‘Nemo’ well that he hoped he’d never have to see again. The boy stole a final glance at the puddle of blood collected on the cavern floor, the blood that he had spilled. In his heart he knew he’d done the right thing by stopping the rebel, but at the same time he felt abysmal at being the cause of yet another unintended death.
 
   Looks like I can never truly escape Death, Aura thought. Even if I do, He still takes away the people I care about.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The death toucher walked the winding cavernous pathway back to the prison. He was glad to finally be going up. To him, it felt like he’d been down there for months. When Aura emerged, he was greeted by a small group of Royal Guards accompanied by Goddard. Standing behind the Royal Advisor was a beat up looking Ash.
 
   Aura hustled over to his friend while they were just shoving Lionel into a cell next to Phoenix. The leader of the rebels looked like Ash had really done a number on him, with torn clothing and black scorch marks all over his body and face. The two captured men sat on the hard stone floor of their cells with their faces expressionless, looking down. They would use their remaining time trying not to think about their inevitable execution to come.
 
   “You survived,” Aura said, slapping Ash lightly on his shoulder.
 
   “Yeah, I guess so,” Ash replied.
 
   “I knew you’d be alright.”
 
   “You two!” Goddard said, turning his attention to the boys. “You did spectacular! Words cannot express my gratitude!” The boys awkwardly nodded their heads in acknowledgement, trying to avoid gazing at their captured enemies. “Just tell me, and be honest, did either of you get a look at what was inside those rooms you entered?”
 
   Ash hesitated to reply, but Aura spoke up immediately to cover his silence. “Just an old well. Nothing special, really. I was more focused on keeping the enemy from reaching it. So what’s down there, anyway?”
 
   “Family secret, I’m afraid,” Goddard told him. “And how about you Ash? Be honest now! You didn’t try to go inside that hut, did you?”
 
   “I already told you no,” Ash said, trying to muster up some enthusiasm behind his words. “I couldn’t look away for even a second. That’s the only way I was able to beat him.” Ash felt bad about lying to Goddard, but he couldn’t tell him the truth. That would have to remain between him and Aura, the next time he got a chance to speak with his friend in private.
 
   “Very good then!” Goddard said, seeming satisfied with their answers. “Now let’s all get out of this dingy dungeon. We’ll have to increase security to this area from now on, as well.”
 
   The Royal Advisor turned to leave with the rest of the Royal Guard following like obedient dogs. Ash and Aura stole one last look back at the men they left behind. Even though they were enemies, the boys couldn’t help but feel they were leaving behind two good men to die.
 
   “You okay?” Aura asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Ash replied.
 
   “Yeah,” said Aura. “Me too.”
 
   



  
 


Chapter Thirty-Eight: In The End
 
    
 
   Wilhelm Satan moved with stealth down the empty side streets of the Kingdom. When he encountered a demon, he’d end its life as hastily as possible and keep moving. His goal was to find the rebel soldiers, before his murder-happy grandson killed them all. Turning a corner, the old Satan almost ran directly into a masked rebel warrior heading towards the final battle at the castle courtyard.
 
   The rebel drew his sword at the sight of the man. Wilhelm raised his hands at once and said “It’s me!” The rebel lowered his blade and listened. 
 
   “The invasion has failed. Flee now!”
 
   The rebel nodded in understanding. At once he removed his mask and cloak, tucking them away inside a small bag. The man rushed out into the street, heading west. Wilhelm sighed with relief at having saved at least one life today. The Great Satan pressed on, aiming to assist as many of the rebel soldiers as possible.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   All around the Kingdom of Hell, battles were taking place in the streets leading up to the Royal Castle. The Royal Guard stood its ground in the castle courtyard, which seemed to be where the final battle would occur. If the rebels broke through here, they would retake the castle and the King.
 
   A smaller lad that had only been a member of the Royal Guard for one week ran across the courtyard terrified. Bounding after him was the rebel’s special weapon: a demon wargi. Riding atop it, controlling it somehow, was a rebel warrior. The man wore a hood and goggles to hide his identity. 
 
   The unfortunate soldier ran until he could go no further, trapped in the courtyard by the castle wall. The lad turned around and drew his sword, knees trembling. The beast’s humongous teeth were about to bare down on him, but another soldier entered the fight first. With a swing of one giant axe, the wargi’s teeth shattered to a hundred pieces.
 
   The green Royal Guard lad could not believe his eyes. Standing before him was a single man, with what looked like a large barrel full of weapons strapped to his back. It was the former Royal Weaponsmith Amos Draxler who stood triumphant as the wargi kicked its rider off and ran away, tail between its legs. 
 
   “Stand up and fight!” Amos commanded the poor lad. 
 
   “Y-yes sir!” he squeaked.
 
   Surrounding the two of them were ten rebel warriors, all slowly advancing with their weapons drawn. Amos’s giant axe had suffered some damage when he struck the wargi earlier. Just like the demon’s teeth, his axe also crumbled to pieces. Amos dropped the broken weapon and reached behind his back, fishing for something else.
 
   The first rebel to attack made his move. The man charged in brandishing a sword. Just as he struck, Amos pulled from his back-barrel a sword to defend himself. The two of them locked blades in a stalemate, trying to push one another back. Another rebel decided to join in the fun. That man jumped high into the air, aiming for the preoccupied Amos.
 
   With startling accuracy Amos reached behind his back with his free hand and pulled out a single throwing dagger. “Wait your turn!” he shouted, hurling the dagger at the rebel. He kicked away the man he was holding back with his sword and jumped back. The airborne rebel dropped to the ground screaming in pain. The dagger was lodged in his right shoulder.
 
   Amos pulled out another sword and kept moving. With two blades at his disposal, he charged brazenly ahead at the next couple of rebels. It took him just three movements to disarm three more men. The group of defeated rebels took off running in fear. Amos took a step after them but another wargi rider moved in to block his path. 
 
   The two stood sizing each other up for a moment. “Catch!” the rebel shouted, tossing something down to Amos. The weapons master knew better than to go accepting gifts from the enemy and let the object fall to the ground in front of him. It appeared to be a small bone, like a demon chicken’s leg. Amos didn’t have time to think about what it meant as the wargi snapped into action, charging forward with its mouth wide open.
 
   Amos jumped back just in time to miss getting chomped on. He threw his swords forward, hoping to slow down the enormous demon hound. This wargi was smart enough to leap out of the way of Amos’s weapons, and the swords dropped harmlessly to the ground. The weapons master reached behind his back once more, this time pulling out a wooden bow staff. The wargi stopped charging abruptly and sat before Amos, whining playfully like a puppy.
 
   “You want this, boy?” Amos asked.
 
   “No! Bad! Don’t you dare!” the rider on the demon shouted, clinging to the fur on the creature’s neck to keep from falling off.
 
   “Go fetch!” Amos shouted, tossing the wooden staff across the courtyard. The massive demon tore off after it, trampling several of the invading rebels in the process. Amos smiled in satisfaction watching the chaos he’d caused. Sensing danger, he grabbed two more weapons out of his barrel and ended up with a thick club in one hand and a long spear in the other.
 
   Several more rebels attacked him at once. With a swing of his mighty club one rebel hit the ground. Another man stayed back a little to fire a flame at him, but was quickly impaled by Amos’s spear. Winding up like a baseball batter, the weapons master swung wildly and took out another three rebel soldiers with his club. The ground started rumbling, an ominous sign.
 
   Bounding back into battle was the same wargi rider, still anxious to defeat Amos. The rider prepared twin fireballs in his hands, ready to launch at his enemy. Amos dropped his club and spear and pulled two new weapons out quickly. He got just what he needed, too. The man grinned.
 
   In his left hand he held another sword. He tossed the sword as high into the air as he could. In his right hand he held a bolas: two weights connected by a length of rope. Amos tossed his bolas forward, aiming low. As he intended, the wargi’s stubby front legs became wrapped together, causing it to drop snout-first into the grass. Amos leapt high into the air. Catching his sword in midair, the weapons master drop-slashed his rebel opponent before he could so much as toss a fireball to stop him. 
 
   The rider dropped to the ground with a bloody wound forming across his chest. His demon mount tried desperately to bite at the rope that bound him. Unfortunately, the demon’s legs were so short it could not reach the rope with its mouth. Eventually it got up and limped away like a moving tripod. Amos suddenly realized he had no more opponents to fight, as the only rebels surrounding him were either unconscious or dead.
 
   “All clear here!” Amos shouted to no one in particular. 
 
   “We’ve got them on the run, men!” Commander Stryd shouted from the castle wall. He was still slouching in pain from his stab wound and hadn’t done anything more than shoot a couple of fireballs at the rebels. Instead, he focused on directing his soldiers from the relative safety of the castle wall high above the battlefield of the courtyard. 
 
   Like he said, the rebels were outnumbered and beating a retreat. Most of them brought out their wings and took to the skies, dodging enemy fireballs and Royal Guards as they flew. Others retreated on foot, only using their wings to help them jump clear over the castle walls. Once they were on the ground or in the sky, the rebels all scattered in different directions.
 
   “After them, men!” Stryd shouted at the top of his lungs, his voice becoming hoarse from all the screaming he’d been doing today. Several of the Captains led smaller units out of the castle courtyard, pursuing their fleeing foes. Some lesser demons still roamed the streets, but were quickly overwhelmed and slaughtered by the surge of devils fighting back.
 
   Goddard, followed by his entourage of guards, emerged from the castle lobby. Ash and Aura followed after. The two boys moved slower than the rest of the group, lagging behind everyone else. They were exhausted from their battles and had much on their minds, but didn’t want to talk about it just yet for fear of being overheard. They still didn’t understand why they both felt so bad. Goddard approached the ledge of the castle entrance that overlooked the courtyard and smiled, seeing the coup ending.
 
   The wedding guests that didn’t storm out of the castle with Amos were right behind them. The group that consisted mostly of nobles crept cautiously out of the castle. They all seemed to be flocking around one person: Shiva.
 
   “Leave me alone! Stop following me!” Shiva could be heard shouting. Glebeck and Machmann swarmed beside her, asking questions and taking notes. Behind her, Bliley and Rumbaugh trailed with King Satan, all looking out of breath and terrified. They were quite old and fat, and it had been a very exciting and exhausting day for them. They weren’t used to that kind of action.
 
   Shiva spotted Goddard and called out to him excitedly. Before she could reach him she ran into Ash and Aura. She locked eyes with Ash, ignoring the various questions still being posed by the swarming Nobles. Ash smiled at his friend, giving her the thumbs up sign. In an unexpected move, Shiva threw her arms around the boy. It was a good thing she’d changed into a softer, pajama-like outfit and wasn’t wearing her armor or else she might of actually hurt Ash with the hug.
 
   Ash kept his arms out to the sides, afraid to embrace the girl back. Behind her back, Aura shot Ash a baffled look. Ash responded with an equally confused face. Just as he was becoming comfortable in her embrace, Shiva pulled away suddenly. “Thank you,” she said to him. Before Ash could even open his mouth she turned to leave.
 
   “I beat up a rebel too,” Aura said, holding out his arms for a hug.
 
   Shiva smirked. “In your dreams, Draxler,” the girl said as she left them.
 
   “Sure, hug only the guy who beat up your fiancé,” Aura muttered.
 
   Shiva joined Goddard to observe the situation below. The fighting was over, and only a few Royal Guards remained in the courtyard. Commander Stryd barked orders to subdue any of the wounded rebels that were still lying around. Most of them were dead or unconscious, so it wasn’t a very tough job. The wedding guests filed down the stairs and into the courtyard, uncertain of what they should be doing.
 
   Outside of the castle gates, many of the Kingdom’s citizens were bravely poking their heads out of their shops and homes to see if the rebellion was over. Even Prince Darko, who’d been outside the castle gates eliminating rebels and demons alike, came walking back triumphantly. Soon it was like a parade, as more and more citizens poured out of their shelters to follow the Prince back to the castle.
 
   The march led by Darko entered the castle courtyard and spread out. It didn’t take long for the entire square to fill up, and soon Goddard and Shiva were on the move. They walked on top of the castle wall moving towards the gate into the courtyard. When they arrived at the end of the wall they could see even more citizens showing up outside the castle. It was time for some crowd control. Their position at the courtyard gate was the best spot to be heard by the most people.
 
   “Citizens of Hell!” Goddard called out, waving his arms to hush the crowd. “As you now know, the royal wedding was interrupted by a full-scale rebellion. The leader of the rebels was none other than Lady Shiva’s supposed fiancé: Phoenix Dawnfall! But their rebellion was stopped! We have captured him and several other high-ranking rebel officers.”
 
   “Which man captured the leader?” Glebeck shouted, fighting his way through the crowd to get closer to the Royal Advisor.
 
   “Who’s the Royal Guard we all have to thank?” Machmann bellowed, tagging along behind her boss.
 
   “The people responsible for putting an end to the rebellion and capturing the leading rebels were members of my very special team, consisting of Lady Shiva and her two subordinates.” Goddard pointed across the courtyard to where Ash and Aura still stood at the top of the stairs near the castle entrance. “There they are! The human Ash Kaplan and the death toucher Aura Draxler! They’re the ones who are most to thank! And let’s not forget our Royalty, Lady Shiva Satan and Prince Darko!”
 
   The entire crowd inside the courtyard turned and gawked at the boys while everyone outside applauded Shiva and her brother. With more than a thousand eyes on him, Ash was finally able to crack a half-hearted smile, even giving a little wave. The crowd erupted into cheers and applause. Aura was more suited to being the center of attention and immediately began waving to any cute girls he saw in the gathering. Ash’s smile quickly faded back into the sorrowful expression he’d adopted since leaving Phoenix behind in the prison.
 
   Shiva noticed her teammate’s gloomy disposition from all the way across the courtyard. It made little sense to her why he would appear depressed when they were receiving the praise and honor they deserved for their heroic actions. It soon became clear to her that it was an empty victory however, as she’d lost more than she’d saved. Now she understood why Ash was being such a downer. Thinking about it began to bring her down as well. 
 
   “You should probably say something too,” Goddard told her, jabbing the girl with his elbow.
 
   Shiva reluctantly stepped up the edge of the wall, as the crowd grew silent once again. The girl hated public speaking, even more so when the topic would be her own embarrassment at having her wedding fall through. She cleared her throat and scanned the crowd, trying to buy time to think of something to say. The leering eyeballs of the public weren’t helping her concentration, either.
 
   “Umm…” Shiva stammered, still struggling to find the right words. “So the wedding is off, obviously…” The crowd remained as silent as they were anxious. “My team is…” Shiva could feel her heart about to leap out of her chest. Everyone in the entire Kingdom was staring at her. “My team is…” 
 
   Against even her own will, she couldn’t help but look across the yard to where her teammates stood. Her boys stared straight back at her, giving their leader their undying attention. The sadness in Ash’s eyes was still heavily present. Shiva, still feeling grateful, wanted to ease the boy’s mind like he had done for her. With a spark of brilliance she came up with a great way to finally stop feeling like she owed them something.
 
   “My team is the best!” Shiva shouted, mustering up as much enthusiasm as she could. “No one has to worry about a thing as long as we’re around! Whether its demons or rebels, we’ll be there to smack’em all down! But the man everyone should really be thanking is our chief, you all know him as the Royal Advisor, my man, Goddard von Gosick!”
 
   This, for some reason, got the crowd to cheer and applaud wildly. Goddard’s popularity skyrocketed that day. For a short while, Goddard would be known among the citizens of Hell as the man who effectively stopped a rebellion. The Royal Advisor took an embarrassed sort of half-bow, waving bashfully at the crowd.
 
   “Goddard is such a great guy. Without him, who knows if we’d all be standing here now,” Shiva said. Her attempt at buttering up the Royal Advisor was working, as Goddard smiled and waved, drinking up every compliment. “And what a nice boss he is too! So generous! You all have no idea! In fact, only moments ago he promised to set my team up with a luxurious condo in West Hell!
 
   Ash, Aura, and Goddard’s jaws all hit the ground. 
 
   “Did she just say…?” Aura murmured.
 
   “I don’t know…” Ash replied.
 
   “I what?!” Goddard whispered loudly, gripping Shiva by the shoulders and locking eyes. Shiva stared back boldly as if challenging him. After all that had happened that day, the last thing Goddard felt like doing was challenging Lady Shiva, especially with the entire Kingdom watching. The Royal Advisor admitted defeat just this once, forced a smile, and faced the people again.
 
   “O-of course! My team deserves the best!” Goddard stated loudly, trying his best to look sincere. The rouse worked and the people cheered at his generosity. The man raised his arms in an effort to bring the volume down again. “At sun-up tomorrow, we will hold a public execution of the rebel leaders! Until then, everyone clear out of the courtyard and go home!”
 
   The crowded courtyard slowly drained as the masses leaked out of the gate and into the streets. The Royal Guards that had been out chasing the escaping rebels returned to the castle empty-handed. There weren’t any more rebels captured that day, which must have meant their escape plan worked. Ash and Aura waited patiently as the crowds departed for Shiva and Goddard to make their way over to them. When the courtyard was mostly empty they reunited on the steps before the castle entrance. 
 
   “What’s all this about a nice condo in West Hell?” Aura asked immediately, not beating around the bush.
 
   “I would like to know how that came about as well,” Goddard said with a snappy tone while arching an eyebrow at Shiva.
 
   “I just wanted to make sure my team was adequately compensated for their contributions to the Kingdom,” Shiva said with crossed arms. “After all, you said it yourself: Our team deserves the best. Are you really gonna say that crappy tiny flat you have them set up with now is the best? Furthermore, you promised in front of the entire Kingdom that you’d do it. If you want help, I’m sure gramps can point you in the right direction.”
 
   “Okay, okay!” Goddard said, getting fed up. “I’ll see what I can do. But I’m only doing it because I genuinely believe you deserve it. Now go home and try to get some rest, in what will hopefully be your last night in those beds.”
 
   “Um, Goddard,” Shiva said, looking around the courtyard. “Have you seen gramps?”
 
   “Lord Wilhelm?” Goddard asked, pausing to think. “He’s not back yet? The last time I saw him was inside the chapel. He stormed off in a hurry to chase off the rebels. I’m sure he’ll show up here soon.”
 
   Goddard stormed away, shooing some of the Nobles that still hovered around the King, getting the ‘exclusive’ interview from him for tomorrow’s paper. As they moved into the castle followed by a throng of Royal Guards and a bored Prince Darko, Shiva joined her team.
 
   “Thanks,” Ash was quick to say. “That was really nice of you.”
 
   “Yeah, thanks,” Aura added politely, trying not to make a big deal out of it. “That was uncharacteristically nice of you.”
 
   “Whatever,” Shiva said, reverting back to her old self. “I just wanted you to live in West Hell so you could be closer to gramps. I’m going to ask him to keep an eye on you two and make sure you aren’t slacking off in your free time! Anyway, isn’t this the part where you try to convince me to come party with you?”
 
   “I don’t feel like partying right now,” Ash said with a sigh.
 
   “Yeah, me neither,” said Aura.
 
   “I think we’re just going to go home and sleep like Goddard said.”
 
   “Oh,” Shiva said. For a moment she appeared to be disappointed, but washed that look away with a wide smile. “Good! I don’t wanna do anything tonight either. I’ll see you both later. At the execution…”
 
   The boys nodded and muttered a short goodbye, then turned to descend the steps to the courtyard. Standing at the bottom of the steps and blocking their path was Amos Draxler with his arms crossed patiently. Aura rolled his eyes before stepping up to face his father.
 
   “I never thought I’d live to see the day when you step up to save the Kingdom,” said Amos with a smile. “You brought a lot of honor to our family today. I think… I know your mother would be very proud of you. And I know Nora will too. You can tell her all about it when you see her.”
 
   “Thank you,” Aura said, unable to hold back his tears. Amos grabbed his boy, wrapping him up in a warm hug that was twenty years overdue. “I’ll come see you both whenever you want,” Aura said. “I’ve still gotta make things right with Nora. And I think I finally know how.”
 
   For the first time in a long time, Amos felt something he thought he would never get to feel again: the love of his son. The two parted ways, and Ash and Aura waved goodbye. Amos noticed his son’s worn and wrecked metal gauntlet. The glove was really starting to show its age these days, covered in scratches, chips, and dents.
 
   As they left the castle courtyard, Shiva came running down the stairs to speak with Amos. She had a special request to make of the weapons master, and after hearing Shiva out there was no way Amos could say no. He returned home to be with his daughter, and after an evening of recounting the rebel invasion for her, the proud father began his work.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   It took several hours for Ash and Aura to walk home. They were constantly being stopped and thanked and complimented and questioned by the various citizens that were still in the streets. At first the boys welcomed all the extra attention and adoration, but by the time their journey stretched into its second hour they had had enough. 
 
   When at last they got home, the boys closed the curtains to shut out the world and lay down on their beds. For a long time they just laid there quietly, lost in their own thoughts. Finally, the silence was broken.
 
   “Did you see something weird down there too?” Aura asked.
 
   The two swapped stories about how their fights went down and what they saw afterwards. Ash revealed how even though he was mad at Phoenix for hurting Shiva, he couldn’t help but feel that their former teacher wasn’t a bad guy. Aura agreed that his opponent Lionel seemed like a good guy too. The Satan family secrets that were stored away in the castle basement were as terrifying as they were dangerous. A mad man in a well and a fallen angel; the boys couldn’t even begin to speculate at what significance the two mysterious men held.
 
   In very little time, the boys drifted off to sleep. Ash awoke suddenly when someone’s hand covered his mouth. He opened his eyes wide-awake and alert, attempting to scream. Greeting him and stifling his voice was the familiar face of Wilhelm Satan standing over his bedside. The old man raised a finger to his lips to signal that Ash should be quiet, and uncovered the boy’s mouth.
 
   Wilhelm moved towards the door and beckoned Ash to follow. The boy jumped up and threw on some clothes and his coat, trying not to wake his conked out roommate. Stepping outside it was pitch dark now. Torches lit the main walkways, but Wilhelm led Ash through the shadowy side streets instead.
 
   “What’s up?” Ash asked, trying not to yawn.
 
   “Phoenix needs to speak with you,” Wilhelm whispered. “One last time.”
 
    
 
   



  
 


Chapter Thirty-Nine: Watch Me Die
 
    
 
   Ash followed Wilhelm through the back alleys of North Hell towards the castle. The boy could not understand what the old man meant. How did he know Phoenix needed to talk to him? Had he already been down to the bottom floor of the prison to visit with him? And most importantly, why him?
 
   When Ash tried to make conversation, Wilhelm would only shush him. The Old Satan apparently wasn’t in the mood to elaborate on their trip. Once they arrived at the gates to the castle courtyard, their little game of stealth was over. They walked briskly across the courtyard and up to the castle entrance. Waiting patiently there for them was Archen.
 
   “Thank you old friend for making this possible,” Wilhelm said in a hushed voice.
 
   “Anything for you, Great Satan. But we must hurry and be out of there by the next shift change,” Archen said. The group entered the deserted castle lobby and headed for the basement.
 
   No one spoke on the walk downstairs. Ash was lost in thought about his upcoming confrontation with the convict he himself had condemned. Common sense told the boy that Phoenix would be furious. Ash had ruined his former teacher’s well-constructed plans and cost him his life. If his movement seal wasn’t properly in place, he might even attack the boy.
 
   Ash started to worry. Wilhelm and Phoenix were very close, and it wasn’t impossible to believe that the old man might even remove his pupil’s seal. Paranoia took hold of him, gripping his heart and feeding his suspicions. Would Wilhelm set Phoenix free? They would find out soon.
 
   The walk to the bottom of the spiral prison used to last ten minutes. This time it felt to Ash like ten seconds. Going back down there was about the last thing he ever wanted to do, yet there he was. The boy was cold and sweaty as they approached the final two cells of the prison. In the distance at the end of the slope Ash could see the two doors that housed terrible secrets. He wouldn’t go back there again, even if Wilhelm tried to make him.
 
   The trio passed by the cell containing Lionel. The man sat with his back against the wall, head drooped and focused on the floor. Ash felt a cold shiver run down his spine, imaging these last few hours of Lionel’s life spent knowing he was soon to die. Not surprisingly, the prisoner said nothing as Ash went by.
 
   Next up was the cell that contained Phoenix. The once well-respected scholar sat with legs folded meditating in the center of the cell. His eyes were closed, and he didn’t seem to notice they’d arrived. After opening the cell door for them, Archen excused himself to go keep watch up top. Old Satan thanked him and directed Ash inside the cell. The terrified boy stood silently in front of his disgraced teacher.
 
   “Thank you for coming,” Phoenix said politely. He exhaled deeply and opened his eyes. “I will be blunt with you, since we have much to discuss and very little time to do so. We believe Goddard intends on using you to achieve his own evil plot.”
 
   There was still some leftover aggression towards the man, and his statement struck a chord with Ash. “Oh, kind of you like what you did to Shiva?” Ash replied, regretting the words as soon as they left his lips.
 
   Phoenix sighed. “Look, I am not proud of my tactics, but I saw an opportunity and I took it. As I will explain, I believe my actions can be justified so long as you’re willing to listen. Will you please listen to me, just one last time?”
 
   Ash hesitated. He turned back to Wilhelm and addressed the Old Satan instead. “What about you old man? Were you in on their plot the whole time too? Did you sell out your own granddaughter?”
 
   Wilhelm had his back turned on the two and didn’t budge. “You should speak with Phoenix while you still can,” was all he said. So Ash turned back to Phoenix, attempting to listen with an open mind.
 
   “Okay, you have my attention. Convince me you’re not crazy.”
 
   “Goddard von Gosick must not be trusted. He brought you to Hell for a very specific purpose, as our spies discovered. Forgive me for not being able to show you the proof at this moment.”
 
   “Okay,” Ash said. “So Goddard brought me here to help fight demons. I knew that.”
 
   “There is so much more to it then that. Thanks to Lord Wilhelm, I was able to gain access to the Royal library in the castle. The books there are very old; some of them are even written by the original Lucifer Satan.”
 
   “Whoa. That is old.” 
 
   “Wilhelm and I have been studying his works for a long time, and we’ve noticed one term in particular mentioned several times: The Hand of God,” said Phoenix. “He mentions it more and more in the days leading up to his rebellion against God. Some scholars have speculated that he meant the literal hand of God, as in one of God’s hands. But Wilhelm and I believe it to be a metaphor for something else. God does not have a physical body like us, so He wouldn’t have need for physical hands. We think the Hand of God that Lucifer was so concerned about is a person.”
 
   “Uh… Why?”
 
   “In the days when God was a little more interactive with your kind, He’d sometimes tap certain humans to do His work or spread His messages. We believe the Hand of God will be a human like that, but with a different kind of purpose.”
 
   “What purpose?”
 
   “In his final tome, Lucifer’s last words written were: I will go to stop them now. If I fail here, the Hand of God will destroy everything. After writing those words, Lucifer led his armies into war with all of Heaven, even going so far as to take his fight to God, knowing he would not win. We think Lucifer may have feared the Hand of God would be a human capable of destroying everything, even Heaven and Earth.”
 
   “Wait, so Lucifer wanted to exterminate humanity because he feared us?”
 
   “Clearly, he knew something we do not. In all his writings Lucifer was always careful to be as vague as possible on the matter. He had us all stumped for a very long time, until Goddard figured it out.”
 
    “Wait a minute… you think I’m this Hand of God, don’t you?” Ash asked, puzzled.
 
   “Goddard has access to the same information we do. Our spies have confirmed that he brought you to Hell because he suspects you are the Hand of God. That is reason enough for us to be cautious. We have no way to know for sure if you are the Hand of God or not, but based on my time spent with you I have changed my mind.”
 
   “That’s a really big ‘if’ to go condemning someone on,” Ash said. “Wait, what do you mean you changed your mind?”
 
   “Master Wilhelm was against including you in our plans from the very beginning. He wanted to leave you out of our affairs for now, until we could remove Goddard from the equation and analyze your potential. He wanted to deduce if you could help us, or inversely, if you would be a threat to us. I am sorry to admit I was of the opinion that we should have ended your life immediately. I was convinced we didn’t need you; that the world would be better off if we eliminated the Hand of God as soon as possible. Now I am sorry for that.”
 
   “That’s crazy,” Ash said in a daze. “How could I destroy everything? I’m just… some kid.”
 
   “During our battle, I sensed there is something very different about you. I believe you have a great amount of power, and could become much stronger than you are now. It’s up to you whether or not you want to ‘destroy everything’ with that power. However I would suggest using your power for good instead. I’d like you to pick up my mission where I am unfortunately leaving off. I want you to save Hell, Ash.”
 
   “Save Hell?!” Ash erupted. “What does that even mean! I’m already fighting demons on the daily, what more could I do?”
 
   “You must never allow Goddard to free the man you saw in that room today.”
 
   “That man…” Ash shuddered just thinking of him. “He was an angel, right?”
 
   “You saw him. That means you must of felt him, just like I did. Just being in his presence was like experiencing a waking death.”
 
   “Why would Goddard want to free him then? Who is he?”
 
   “What I’m about to tell you, not a lot of devils know. It’s information that was primarily kept within the Royal Family, and not recorded in any of our history books. I bet Goddard failed to mention to you the real reason the first generation of devils picked this exact place to build their castle: this is where Lucifer landed when God banished him!”
 
   “But the book I read said Lucifer was sent into the Negative Divide!” Ash countered, still utterly confused.
 
   “Yes, his soul was sent to the Negative Divide. Everyone knows that. But what most devils don’t know is what happened to his body. For some reason we’ll probably never find out, God didn’t just simply kill Lucifer. Instead He split apart his body and soul, imprisoning the body inside of an indestructible substance. Lucifer’s body landed in Hell with so much force it split the ground and kept going. That is why they built the castle here! To search for their fallen leader, Lucifer!”
 
   “Wait a minute, so that angel down there was…”
 
   “Yes. That is the body of the original Lucifer Satan. After years of searching, Goddard finally found him!”
 
   Ash dropped to his knees dripping with sweat. Just thinking about the way he felt back then in Lucifer’s presence made the boy tremble with fear. “W-why would he w-want to break him out?” Ash stammered. 
 
   “I don’t know, but I believe Goddard von Gosick is the man capable of finding a way to do it. After all, he found you, and you’re the Hand of God.”
 
   “Stop calling me that! I don’t even know what it means! I don’t get it, you think Goddard wants me to somehow crack open that indestructible shell that’s containing Lucifer? That’ll never happen. I’m getting stronger, yeah, but I’m not that strong. He’d have a better shot with that raging psychopath Prince.”
 
   “Darko is strong, but he is not the Hand of God. You will surpass even him in strength one day, just like you surpassed me.” Phoenix smiled and climbed to his feet, extending a hand to help pull Ash up. “I am happy my death will not be in vain. I can trust you with my mission, right?”
 
   “Hey, you’re not really going to let them kill you, are you?” Ash said, growing concerned. If Phoenix could stand, that meant he could move. “The cell door is wide open, why don’t you just escape? I’ll even let you go if you promise to stop acting crazy and apologize to Shiva!”
 
   “I cannot leave, we all agreed when we started,” Phoenix said.
 
   “We? You mean you and Wilhelm?” Ash said, turning to face the Old Satan. “What are you anyway, old man? The new leader of the rebels or something? So that’s it: you want him dead so you can take his place! You want to overthrow and kill off your own family!?” 
 
   “Ash, please-” Phoenix began.
 
   “It’s okay, Phoenix,” Wilhelm said, keeping his back turned to Ash. “Boy! Who do you think brought the rebels together? How are they all able to live outside of the Kingdom and not be consumed by demons? Who is the only person capable of making it all work out?” 
 
   “Wait a minute. You’re not saying…”
 
   “The answer is..” Wilhelm turned around, jamming his thumb into his chest. “Me!”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “Because I know, better than anyone else, the Satan bloodline does not guarantee one will be a kind and just King. I saw it in my father before I took the throne, and now I see it in my own son and grandson. And if this whole situation with the Hand of God leads to the revival of Lucifer, we’ll have even more trouble on our plate. I just thought it was a good idea to have a backup plan and start an organization that wasn’t so loyal to the Satan bloodline.”
 
   “That’s great and all, but you still allowed your crew to use your granddaughter like a pawn. I don’t think I can ever look at you the same way again. If Shiva ever found out…”
 
   “You mustn’t tell Shiva!” Wilhelm said with passion. “I will bring her around to our cause when she’s ready to accept the truth, but that will take a while. In the meantime, you mustn’t mention any of this to her.” Wilhelm turned away once again, hiding his face. “I never wanted to use her. But Phoenix convinced me it was the only way.”
 
   Ash remembered the argument he’d managed to catch a peek of. Wilhelm and Phoenix stood in the private courtyard just before they announced their trip to the Hellwood. Wilhelm was shouting at Phoenix. Ash remembered the look on Wilhelm’s face back then and he knew the old man meant what he said.
 
   “Time out,” Ash said. “What’s the worst that could happen if Lucifer’s body is somehow freed? He’s just a corpse, so, what, will they just burry him or something?”
 
   “Unfortunately, I don’t think that will be the case,” Phoenix said. “Some believe that if freed the body will call back his soul and return to life. Others say he doesn’t need a soul; that he will resurrect even without one. Our goal is to ensure that never happens.”
 
   “Why? This is Hell… Isn’t Lucifer like a God to you people?”
 
   “God is God. Lucifer is a detestable, evil man who ruined an entire civilization and damned us all to this awful world. If he could be revived, I fear not only for Hell but Earth as well.”
 
   “Whoa! Why Earth too?”
 
   “If you recall, Lucifer was upset with God over the creation of humanity. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out that Earth and humanity would likely be among the list of targets for Lucifer’s revenge.”
 
   “Well, none of that should matter because Lucifer is dead and I’m not the Hand of God,” Ash said. Trying to switch gears, and remembering Aura’s story about the man in the well, Ash posed a new question. “What’s in the other room? Aura said he saw someone sealed inside a well.”
 
   “That may be a question best answered by Master Wilhelm,” Phoenix said.
 
   “The identity of the man in the well is a mystery to us as well,” Wilhelm replied. “But it wasn’t always. At one point in time, it seems I knew who he was.”
 
   “Um… what?”
 
   “Sometimes I have strange dreams, in which I am standing over the well in the crystal cavern. The inscription on the lid says ‘Nemo’ in my dream.”
 
   “That’s what Aura said it said,” Ash noted.
 
   “There are other dreams where I seem to wake up with my grandson standing over me. He tries to put his hands on my head, and I jump up to fight him but several Royal Guards burst into my room and hold me down. In the struggle I catch my reflection in my bedroom mirror, and I look at least ten years younger. The last thing I remember is Darko moving in on me and touching my forehead, then I always wake up.”
 
   “Sounds like some pretty terrifying night terrors. You should probably talk to a shrink about your fear of your own grandson.”
 
   “I believe my son and grandson stole my memories of the man in the well’s identity.”
 
   “Why would they do that to you?”
 
   “Save for Shiva, my family did not turn out to be so… honorable. I suspect they made a decision involving the man in the well that I did not agree with. I fear they have finally taken their shameful ways too far and have taken steps to phase out my opinions. Erasing my memories was the last straw!”
 
   “Okay, this is too weird,” Ash said. “There’s a super strong crazy person trapped in a well and Goddard wants to use me to fulfill an ancient legend to awaken Lucifer Satan? Oh and the former King over there organized the rebels. Have I forgotten anything else?”
 
   “Just be weary of Goddard and Darko,” Phoenix said. “Those two are up to something evil, I am sure of it. When the time comes, only you can stop them. Never allow them to awaken Lucifer!”
 
   “I can’t do that! Not on my own, anyway! Get out of here while you still can,” said Ash. “You can help me! You still have to take me back to Earth, remember?”
 
   “I’m not leaving,” Phoenix repeated himself. “I must die. The Royal Family must believe they have succeeded in stopping our plans. They must watch me die to feel safe again. Besides, if we were to escape they would know there are still rebels within the castle.”
 
   “You must go now,” Archen could be heard calling to them. “Time is almost up!”
 
   “Go, Ash. Wilhelm will watch over you now. He’ll be there for you when you need him most. I hope to see you one last time before I die tomorrow.”
 
   “I don’t want to watch,” Ash said as tears flowed. “I don’t want to see you die!”
 
   “Do not cry for me,” Phoenix said. “I carried out this mission knowing that failure would mean death for me. My only regret is that I am bringing my best friends down with me. I wish we had more time together Ash, I really do. You were a fantastic student and will make an effective leader some day.”
 
   “We should go,” Wilhelm said. Though his back was turned to Ash, the boy could tell from his voice that the Old Satan was also crying. Ash could do little else but give Phoenix one last look, one last goodbye. With trembling hands, Ash waved farewell and stepped out of the prison cell. Archen locked the cell quickly.
 
   As Ash stood there feeling numb, Lionel finally spoke up in the next cell. “Aura Draxler…” he started. “Tell him something for me. Tell him I’m sorry I lost my mind back there. Turns out, I may have had a few more reservations about dying than I thought I did. But if he comes to watch me die tomorrow, I swear I won’t go out like some spineless criminal! I’ll own my death, just like he said.”
 
   “Will do,” Ash said, wiping his face with his sleeve. Lionel broke eye contact, and it was time to go. Ash followed Archen and Wilhelm up and out of the spiral prison without looking back. He returned home that night with more questions than answers to his crazy ever-changing life.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The execution was to take place that morning in a large public square in the middle of North Hell. It was the only place big enough where everyone could gather to see all the action, which involved a guillotine sitting on top of a platform that a team of workers raised overnight. There was even a grand stairway leading up to the execution platform.
 
   The area began to fill up with spectators before the sun was even formed. Some people even slept there overnight to get the best spot. Vendors and merchants parked their carts in the square, seeing all the potential for peddling their goods during the ‘event’. By the time the first flame shot up into the sky to start the formation of the morning sun, the square was packed and more and more people were still showing up in droves.
 
   Even the rooftops became full of resourceful spectators, looking to avoid the crowded square altogether. Many of the buildings in the area had rooftop patios with comfortable seating, and some even set up poorly constructed mini-platforms for their customers (who didn’t mind paying a hefty fee). Among those customers were Ash and Aura.
 
   The boys made it to the square and got fed up with being shoved around trying to find a ‘good spot’ to watch from. Ash was shocked at the atmosphere of the citizens. The crowd’s energy was akin to that of a sports arena full of lively spectators. They were at an execution, not a football game! Why did these people act like it was such a fun time? 
 
   Ash quickly realized that these people were happy because of their ignorance. They didn’t know anything about Lucifer’s body slumbering just below their Kingdom. The citizens of Hell believed they had just been saved from a radical group of terrorists looking to install a new ruler. Only Ash knew the truth. The rebels were actually trying to save everyone. To celebrate their deaths seemed like an extra cruel twist of fate.
 
   Rather than battle the crowds on the ground or tire themselves out flying circles above, the boys dared to attempt a rooftop patio. They found that area packed as well, except for one platform that stood an extra ten feet above everyone else. Despite the incredibly unreasonable price, Ash dropped his life savings and ponied up the skorch. The boys climbed to the top of their own personal death-viewing tower. 
 
   From high above everyone else, they could see the execution platform perfectly. They were only about thirty feet away, and the boys could already see the Royal Family standing on top of the execution platform waiting. King Al, Prince Darko, Wilhelm and Shiva all stood silently observing the crowd. 
 
   Ash hadn’t told Aura about his conversation he with Phoenix that night yet. He wondered if he even should. He didn’t want to alarm his friend, and he was even afraid of Shiva finding out about her grandfather being the rebel leader. He worried that if she found out, she would change her opinion about him and lose the only decent family member she had.
 
   With people still adding their flames to the sun, the Royal Guard led by Goddard and Stryd started pushing their way out of the castle and towards the platform. This would be the last walk any of the prisoners would take. Unfortunately, it would be a terrible last walk for them. It would only last ten minutes, but for the people walking to their death it must have seemed a lot longer. 
 
   Citizens threw all sorts of things like rocks or spoiled food at the prisoners, who had bags tied around their heads and lots of chains and shackles and seals put in place to ensure they couldn’t escape. There were eight prisoner rebels in total, and a whole lot more Royal Guards escorting them. The boys couldn’t even tell who was who with the bags covering their faces.
 
   Someone threw a large rock and knocked one of the prisoners to the ground. The Royal Guards all started kicking the poor person, then lifted him or her back up and continued their march towards death. Not surprisingly, a lot of the prisoners were sobbing under their bags. Their grim sobbing could barely be heard over the blood-lusting roar of the crowd. 
 
   When the procession reached the stairs to the execution platform everyone stopped abruptly. Goddard and Stryd climbed the stairs up to the top, where the Royal Advisor addressed the crowd.
 
   “Citizens of Hell, the time has come to show you all what happens to those who commit treason against not only the Royal Family, but treason against all of the Kingdom!” Goddard called through his megaphone. He then handed it off to King Satan.
 
   “Yeah!” the King said. He lowered the megaphone and thought if he wanted to add anything else. Deciding he did not, he passed the megaphone to Darko. His son simply waved it away. Shiva and Wilhelm also declined speaking, so the King gave the final order. “Let’s begin the executions!”
 
   The first rebel was unchained from the group. The unfortunate victim was poked and prodded at with the blades of the Royal Guards who led him up the stairway. The trip was painfully slow and difficult to watch as the prisoner tried to milk every last minute of life. When at last they reached the top, the man working the guillotine removed the bag on the prisoner’s head.
 
   Seeing an entire Kingdom of people that hated you and gathered to watch you die was enough to cause this unknown man to burst into more tears. He struggled as several guards lowered his head to rest on the wooden chop block of the killing instrument. When they had him locked in place and unable to move, the man began to wail and cry furiously.
 
   Ash looked away as the guillotine blade dropped without any warning. He heard the gruesome sound of the beheading, and when he found the courage to look back at the platform he saw them hauling away the headless body while lifting up the small basket that was positioned to catch the head. One guard tossed the man’s head into a large sack that another guard was holding up.
 
   The process was repeated, with the next rebel prisoner stepping up to the platform and trying to remain calm. The man took deep breaths and kept his eyes closed, even after the bag on his head was removed. He willingly dropped to his knees, but refused to put his head down. The guards had to push him forward, where he finally opened his eyes and began to hyperventilate. The blade dropped, and once again Ash diverted his eyes involuntarily. 
 
   The boy forced himself to watch the next prisoner’s full beheading. He decided that he would at least do these people the honor of watching their deaths. He was surprised at how quickly a life could be taken, with just a second-long drop of a thin blade. He’d seen a lot of graphic violence on TV and in video games, but the real thing just seemed so wrong. 
 
   Over and over the boys watched the rebel’s lives end. Aura hadn’t said a word yet, and it was unusual for him to go so long without cracking a joke. His face remained hard like stone and his eyes never left the execution platform. Ash felt numb inside. The next prisoner to be executed climbed the stairs crying in a high-pitched feminine voice. The guard pulled the bag off her head to reveal Leona.
 
   The woman was sobbing uncontrollably and looked like she had been all night. She was still wearing the remnants of the ceremonial armor that Shiva had shattered, and her hair was a tangled mess. Through her emotional weeping, only one word could be distinguished from all the rest of her incomprehensible moaning. 
 
   “Pax!!” she cried out, over and over. “Oh, Pax!”
 
   Ash noticed that Shiva was having a hard time looking at her former rival. After so many deaths, it appeared even Shiva was having second thoughts about this. Leona continued to howl in torment as the guards kicked at the back of her knees to drop her to the ground. With a well-placed foot to the back of her head, Leona fell forward onto the chopping block.
 
   “Pax!” she called one final time as the blade dropped. There was a horrible sound of metal chopping through flesh and the woman went silent. Her vocal chords severed, she could scream no more. Leona’s head dropped into the basket and wobbled back and forth. A terrified expression was frozen on her face, as her soul drifted peacefully away into the morning sunshine. 
 
   Aura’s eye twitched as the lady rebel’s soul disappeared. Watching her death hurt every bit as much as he thought it would, and he hardly even knew her. He looked to see how Shiva was handling it, and both boys were startled to see something they never thought they would: tears in Shiva’s eyes.
 
   Shiva was trying her hardest and failing at holding back tears. She was angry at the woman, but after their fight all of her anger disappeared. No longer did she think the woman had to be executed for her crime. Suddenly Shiva was having cold feet about seeing her former fiancé and friend die.
 
   Next up was revealed to be Lionel after the guard removed the bag from his head. The man, never failing to put on a show, immediately forced a nervous smile and started scanning the crowd. “Draxler! I hope you’re watching, cause I’m about to show you how a real man dies!” Lionel threw himself down on the guillotine to everyone’s surprise.
 
   Ash checked to see how Aura was doing. With tears forming in his eyes, the death toucher managed a weak smile. 
 
   “Give me your best shot, you bastards!” Lionel screamed. “Let’s see what you got!” With those words, the guillotine blade came crashing down. The resourceful rebel surprised everyone by releasing his soul power, concentrating its powerful shielding ability around his neck. The blade came to a halt just as it touched his skin, a slight trickle of blood dripped down. 
 
   “Is that the best you got!?”
 
   Commander Stryd’s foot came crashing down on the blade, giving it all the force it needed to slice clean through the defeated man. Lionel’s smiling head dropped, and a lone tear ran down Aura’s cheek before he wiped his whole face. 
 
   Lionel’s last words ran through Ash’s head, and he knew he had to get everything off his chest. While the Royal Guards were carting Lionel’s body off the platform and tossing his head in the sack, Ash finally spoke up.
 
   “I have a lot to tell you,” he said. Aura glanced at his friend, giving him his attention. “I don’t know when I can, but… I promise, we’ll get through this.”
 
   The final rebel was led up the stairs of the platform. Even with a bag over his head, Phoenix walked proudly and bravely straight up to the top. When Stryd ripped the bag off his head, Phoenix’s eyes struggled to adjust to the light of the sun. When his vision finally cleared, he saw an entire Kingdom cheering for his death.
 
   Directly below was his family, crying in disgrace for their son’s terrible actions. Surrounding them were the rest of the Nobles, all with their chins turned up at the man. Everyone he had ever known or cared about was there to watch him die, and all of them truly believed he had done something to deserve it.
 
   Phoenix turned to face Shiva. The girl looked him straight in the eyes, refusing to look away in his final moments. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said.
 
   Shiva stood shaking her head. She tried to respond, but no words came out. She struggled to hold back the tears.
 
   Phoenix gave her one last smile. It was time to atone. He stole one last glance at Wilhelm, who was trying his hardest to remain stone faced as well. The scars left behind by this day would stay with the old man until his final days.  The sad thing was, this was all going according to plan. The worst-case scenario plan.
 
   Phoenix scanned the crowd for someone else. He stood idly gazing out into the sea of faces, all shouting and booing at him, until a guard grabbed him by the shoulders. The guard kicked at his legs and pushed him down to the floor. Phoenix never stopped scouring the crowd, but he was looking too low.
 
   As they pushed his head forward and locked him in place, Phoenix finally found the face he was looking for high above the crowd on a rooftop patio. There he locked eyes with Ash, who already had tears running down his face.
 
   “Phoenix Dawnfall,” Goddard addressed him. “You are hereby to be executed for the crime of treason against the Royal Family. It does not matter how you plea, you’re dead either way.”
 
   Phoenix wasn’t paying attention to Goddard’s ramblings. He had his eyes fixed on Ash still, a moment that felt like forever. Ash considered charging the stage and demanding a fair trial. He knew it would accomplish nothing other than making him look silly, so of course he didn’t move. He only stared into his friend’s eyes, his lip quivering.
 
   Phoenix mouthed something to Ash. The blade dropped. Although he did not hear his former mentor’s last words, the boy felt them in his heart and soul. As the glowing shroud of life arose from the man’s body and disappeared into the afternoon sky, Ash felt as if his own soul’s weight had doubled.
 
    
 
   



  
 


Chapter Forty: Everything’s Gonna Get Better
 
    
 
   The citizens of Hell filed out of the town square immediately following the execution. With no more people to kill, the collective consciousness of the crowd dissolved and the denizens dispersed. Ash and Aura flew home, avoiding the foot traffic as much as possible. At home, with tears in his eyes Ash finally disclosed to Aura the details about Wilhelm taking him to see Phoenix.
 
   “Whoa,” Aura said after his friend was done explaining everything. “That’s a lot to take in.”
 
   “I’ll say! Think about it from my perspective!”
 
   “So what are you gonna do? Go along with Goddard and try to revive Lucifer, or team up with Wilhelm and try to destroy Lucifer?”
 
   “Neither, man! I told you before; I never want to see that creepy thing ever again! Just standing near it made me feel like I was dying.”  
 
   “I hear you, pal. I don’t think we should get involved with that Nemo guy in the well, either. I feel bad about Wilhelm losing his memories. I already liked him, but finding out he’s the rebel leader makes me like him even more! But that’s his problem, not ours. We accomplished our goal and figured out what was hidden down there, and now we know to stay away from them. Let’s get back to our original plan of getting strong enough to bump off Prince Darko and escape from Hell.” 
 
   “I like that plan. I guess the best thing to come out of all of this is how much stronger we’ve gotten,” Ash said, and to demonstrate his point the boy successfully managed to squeeze out some of his soul power. The steamy glow billowed off his body and even illuminated the room a little. The power stopped abruptly when someone knocking on the door interrupted Ash’s concentration.
 
   Without any other warnings Shiva pushed her way into the room. “Everything you own. Have it packed and ready to go in five minutes,” she commanded. The boys scurried around the room throwing all their clothing into two large trunks. The boys had no other possessions, so they were done packing in less than five minutes. “Let’s go!” Shiva barked.
 
   Outside, the boys must have looked funny to the people below as they flew overheard hauling their enormous trunks through the sky. Shiva led the way, but would not slow down even a little bit for them. She always took small opportunities like this one to give the boys that little extra bit of training that could (but probably won’t) one day save their lives. 
 
   Their journey to the West concluded as Shiva landed in front of a large condo in an area that was currently being developed. The boys landed so quickly they didn’t have time to get a good look at the building. They were just happy to set their enormous trunks down and rest their arms. When at last they got around to inspecting the building before them, both the boy’s jaws nearly fell off.
 
   The condo was so big it made their flat look like a broom closet. Besides the obvious bigness of the unit, they noticed the surrounding neighborhood was rather barren and unoccupied, meaning they’d have some privacy finally. The big front door (with a lock!) opened and Goddard stepped out to greet them.
 
   “Well, what do you think?” the Royal Advisor asked.
 
   “It’s big,” Ash said.
 
    “Wait till you see the inside,” Goddard said.
 
   Everyone stepped inside to a spacious tiled entryway surrounded by a fully furnished living room and dining area. The boys left their trunks and rushed around excitedly taking in their new living space. There was a large staircase straight ahead of the entry, and both boys raced upstairs to claim bedrooms. There were three bedrooms, all stocked with beds and dressers, all of equal size except one that had its own bathroom.
 
   Ash was the one who found the room with the attached bathroom. Aura wandered in after him. “Well, I guess you get this room. You deserve it the most, anyway.”
 
   “You can have it,” Ash said.
 
   “You mean it?” the death toucher asked with hope in his eyes.
 
   “Yeah. I know you’ll use it more than I would,” Ash said with a smile. Aura thanked him, and the boys returned to where they’d left Goddard and Shiva waiting for them in the entry. “We love it,” Ash said. “Thank you, Goddard.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s okay,” Shiva said. “But it’s no castle.”
 
   “I’m sorry you feel that way,” Goddard said with a grin. “Perhaps living here will change your mind.”
 
   “What!!” they all shouted in unison.
 
   “Now Shiva, before you blow up, hear me out,” Goddard begged. “Those two boys snuck out of your wedding! That’s how they avoided getting captured by the rebels in the chapel! Clearly they need to be watched more carefully.”
 
   This was new information to Shiva. For some reason, knowing that her teammates had ditched her wedding didn’t sit so well with the girl. She looked to the boys, who only stood there with dopey looks on their faces. “Clearly,” she said.
 
   “That’s why I’m entrusting you with the task, Shiva.”
 
   “By making me live with them? That’s so… so… uncool!”
 
   “I could ask your brother to move in with them instead,” Goddard offered. “I know he could handle the job.”
 
   Here it was, another classic attempt by Goddard at getting Shiva to comply with his wishes. He knew all he had to do was mention her father or brother and she was putty in his hands. Shiva paused, thinking it over for a moment.
 
   “Please live with us,” Ash said. “I don’t want to live with Darko,” he added.
 
   “I just want to mention, my room is the one upstairs with the bathroom attached,” Aura said.
 
   Shiva sighed. She knew what to say. She would cave to Goddard again, but this time there was a key difference. This time she knew she was being baited. In the future, she would not let him use her family honor against her. 
 
   “My brother’s not dependable enough for the job,” Shiva said. “He gets bored way too easily, and he’d probably kill them in their sleep anyway.” 
 
   A shiver ran down both the boy’s spines.
 
   “Fine, I’m in,” Shiva said. “By the way, I just wanted to mention, my room is the one upstairs with the bathroom attached.”
 
   “Over my dead body it is!” Aura said. 
 
   Shiva responded by removing her headband with the team pin on it. “Whoever gets their belongings there first wins it,” she said.
 
   Aura dashed out the front door at top speed and snatched his belongings. By the time he got back inside and lugged the heavy trunk up the stairs, Shiva was already standing in the room. She pointed at the little hair band lying on the floor with a smirk on her face.
 
   “My stuff’s already here. You lose,” she said.
 
   “You have to leave to get your stuff sometime!” Aura shot back. “And when you do, this room is mine!”
 
   “Goddard’s getting some servants to pack up all my stuff and move it here. I can wait in here until they come,” Shiva challenged him. 
 
   “Just let her have it,” Ash said poking his head in. “Girls need their privacy, I’ve heard.”
 
   Aura walked out grumbling, clearly very disappointed at not getting his own bathroom. Ash followed him out, leaving Shiva staring at his back as he went. 
 
   Did he just treat me like a lady… and I liked it? Shiva thought. I must be losing my mind.
 
   Downstairs, Goddard decided it was time to bid his team adieu. He promised Shiva the servants would bring over all her belongings immediately. He told them from now on they could do their morning training at home in the spacious backyard. If he needed his team for a job or mission, he’d send for them with a messenger. As they said goodbye, Ash couldn’t help but wonder what the man’s true motivations were and if he could be trusted in the future.
 
   Everyone split up to explore the condo further. Ash found himself in his bedroom, trying to imagine it like his bedroom back on Earth. He decided to try and make this room look as much like that room as possible. The boy hoped he could find a television and some video games somewhere, even if he couldn’t plug them in. Just having them to look at would make him feel more at home.
 
   A short while later the servants arrived with multiple trunks belonging to Shiva. The boys watched from the living room couch as man after man brought the girl’s stuff in. Aura sniggered. “I bet those trunks are full of spare armor. She can’t possibly have any real clothes, can she?”
 
   As the servants were finishing unpacking for the girl, Wilhelm Satan appeared in the doorway. After giving Ash a silent nod, the old man entered their home and greeted his granddaughter. “There’s my little girl, all grown up and moving away from home!” he said.
 
   “Oh shut up gramps,” Shiva said turning red in the face. She booted out the last of the servants, who in only a few minutes transformed her bedroom into a room fit for a Princess. Ash and Aura would never see it, though. They were strictly forbidden from entering her room.
 
   “I’m happy you’re moving in with your friends,” Wilhelm said.
 
   “Subordinates,” Shiva corrected him.
 
   “Either way, I think you’ll be much happier here away from your father and brother,” Wilhelm said with a weak smile. “I came to say goodbye to all of you.”
 
   Shiva frowned. Ash and Aura had mixed feelings.
 
   “I’m sorry, but I’m going to be extremely busy with the new developments in West Hell,” Wilhelm said. That could have really been his reasoning, but Ash and Aura had a feeling it might also have to do with the rebels that were still out there. Would they plot another rebellion, or disperse and rejoin society? They had no way of knowing without joining Wilhelm.
 
   “Wait a minute,” Shiva stopped him. “We have to have a party tonight!” 
 
   “You’re joking,” Aura said. “You want to have a party?”
 
   “It’s a miracle, Aura!” Ash chimed in.
 
   “Not really,” Shiva replied very business-like. “I think it’s very appropriate to have a house warming party and invite our colleagues.”
 
   “Colleagues?” Aura repeated.
 
   “I think she means friends,” said Ash.
 
   “It’s a splendid idea,” Wilhelm agreed. “You can bet I’ll come.”
 
   “Can you bring someone with you?” Ash asked.
 
   “I can bring whomever you want!” Wilhelm said.
 
   “I’d like to see Archen again, if you think he’d want to come…” 
 
   Wilhelm looked surprised for a moment at Ash’s request. “I think he would love to come,” the old man said with a grin. “I’ll bring him with me tonight.”
 
   Wilhelm left them alone once again. Shiva confined herself to her bedroom while the boys unpacked their clothes and got their closets situated. Eager to start filling their rooms up with personal belongings, the boys first had to purchase some belongings. They got all geared up to go out shopping when another knocking came on their front door.
 
   Ash opened the door to find Amos Draxler carrying a large sack that looked pretty heavy. “Hi Ash, nice place you got here,” he said stepping into the entryway. “I have a gift for you, if you’re interested.” Amos reached into his bag and what he pulled out almost gave Ash a heart attack.
 
   It was a brand new shiny sword. Amos handed it to the boy, who felt like a child on Christmas morning. Ash inspected the broadsword, which had a very special custom-made hilt guard that looked like their flame-wing symbol. It was a beautiful sword, and knowing that Amos made is specifically for him made it even more special. 
 
   “Thank you so much Amos, I love it!” Ash said.
 
   “Is Shiva here? I have something for her too.”
 
   Ash called upstairs for Shiva and informed her of their guest. Aura popped his head out of his room curiously. 
 
   “I have something for you too Aura,” he told his son. 
 
   “Goodies? For me? You shouldn’t have!” Aura said, waltzing in to see his gift.
 
   “I just thought it was time for an upgrade,” Amos said as he dug into his bag again. This time he pulled out a shiny new metal gauntlet and tossed it to his son. 
 
   “Whoa,” Aura said as he admired the masterful craftsmanship that went into the gauntlet. His father’s work always managed to impress the boy, and this time Amos had really outdone himself by even carving the flame-wing symbol into the back of the gauntlet. There was a small hole along the bottom of the wrist area that confused Aura.
 
   “That’s so you can clip it to your belt loop whenever you take it off,” Amos informed him. “Since there’s no point in trying to stop you from taking it off anymore, I thought I’d try to make it easier. Now you don’t have to hold it when you’re fighting.”
 
   “That’s so awesome it’s brilliant,” Aura said. “I would have never thought of that. Thanks dad.”
 
   “Did you bring what I asked you to?” Shiva called down to Amos from upstairs as she treaded down to join them.
 
   “Here you go,” Amos said tossing the entire bag at Shiva. She reached in and pulled out the last item, the same weapon that Leona once used against her. Shiva whipped the ball and chain bolas around a few times like a pair of nunchuks with a satisfied smile. 
 
   “Perfect,” she said.
 
   “You asked him to make that for you?” Ash said. “What about my sword and Aura’s new gauntlet?” 
 
   “I just thought if I made something for her, I might as well make some things for you boys as well,” Amos lied. Shiva shot him a grateful look quickly. 
 
   “So when are we going to get back to our weapons training sessions?” Amos asked.
 
   “Soon,” Shiva replied. “We’ll be having them here from now on. Too many bad memories in that private courtyard…”
 
   “Well, you know where to find me when you need me,” Amos said. “Enjoy the gifts.” He turned to leave, but Aura called out to him.
 
   “Hey dad, why don’t you come to our housewarming party tonight?”
 
   “I’d love to,” Amos replied, feeling touched.
 
   “Bring Nora,” Aura said. “It’s time I made things right with her.”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   That night, the house warming party was held at their new place. First to arrive were Gio and Yazma, as the boys bumped into them when they were out shopping and invited them. Shortly after them came Sars, Vadnais, and Fry; Aura’s former gang. After their previous spat and fight(s), the groups had at least reconciled enough to party together.
 
   Wilhelm managed to bring Archen along, to Ash and Aura’s delight. The two old fogies entertained the room with stories of their youthful days, including many epic tales about the great devil hero Aster. Once they got a couple drinks in themselves, it was hard to get them to shut up.
 
   Amos and Nora showed up. The father led his blind daughter with a sturdy arm, as Ash welcomed them into his new home. Amos introduced the two, and after hearing so much about Ash from her father, Nora requested to ‘see’ Ash’s face. The boy absent-mindedly agreed without knowing what he was getting himself into. Nora fondled his face for some time only to declare the boy “might be her type.”
 
   Stepping between the two, Aura gripped his sister’s arm and led her into the living room. “Hello, Nora,” said Aura.
 
   “Hello, Aura,” said Nora. “How’s Frank the reporter doing these days?” When Aura failed to come up with a comeback, Nora cracked a playful smile and the two laughed. Aura left her with Shiva to go fetch drinks. The girl instantly struck up a friendly conversation with Shiva, whom she admired deeply for her bravery and strength. The girl listened intently to Shiva describing her favorite battles, drinking up all the action she could never experience herself.
 
   Aura and his old gang obsessed over the beautiful Yazma. Amos, Wilhelm, and Archen traded old war stories. Ash and Gio sipped martinis. Shiva grew jealous of all the attention Yazma was getting in her dress and rushed upstairs to change. Aura pulled Ash aside for a moment to talk about a ‘business’ proposal from Sars.
 
   Shiva came back downstairs to the party. Gone was her usual armor. Instead she wore a simple red dress and some more feminine footwear. She even literally let her hair down. No one except Wilhelm had ever seen her dressed so casual, and that was back when she was a toddler. Her change in outfit changed the mood of the party, and soon Shiva the femme fatale was even catching curious gawks from Sars and his gang.
 
   Aura thought this the perfect moment to take his sister by the arm and lead her to his bedroom. He had a surprise planned that would hopefully blow her mind. The boy winked at Ash, pointing him to Shiva, then disappeared into his room with Nora. Ash and Shiva, who found themselves sitting next to each other on the couch, turned red and looked away from each other.
 
   Up in Aura’s domain, the boy walked his sister to the middle of the room. He stood her before a large easel and canvas. The boy took his sister’s hand and placed something in her palm. Nora felt the tip of the wooden stick and knew it was a paintbrush.
 
   “What is this for, Aura?” she asked, her hands trembling with excitement.
 
   “You’re standing in front of a huge canvas I bought,” said Aura. “You just tell me what color you want, and I’ll dip your brush in it for you.”
 
   “That’s a nice thought bro, but…” Nora stroked the tip of the brush with her thumb in contemplation. “I’m no good at painting anymore. I don’t want to waste any of your time, or your money.”
 
   “Nora, please. It’s a gift.”
 
   “You don’t need to give me any gifts, bro. All I wanted was you back in my life.”
 
   The siblings hugged. When they broke apart, Nora handed the paintbrush back to her brother. Aura pulled his hands away, declining to take it back from her.
 
   “I haven’t given you your last gift yet,” said Aura. “I think you’re going to want to hang on to that brush when you see what I got planned.”
 
   Nora bit her lip. She tried to shrug it off with a light chuckle. “You accidentally said the S-word again, bro.”
 
   “No, sister, that time I meant it,” Aura said with a sly grin. “Soul sight!”
 
   With his gauntlet removed, Aura placed the palm of his right hand on his sister’s face. The electric blue current came alive, jumping from Aura’s hand straight into Nora’s empty eye sockets. The girl jumped with fright, letting out a startled shriek but stifled herself at once. A tingling sensation filled the girl’s head. When she opened her hollow eyelids a radiant blue light shone out.
 
   “What is this?” Nora asked.
 
   “Did it work? Can you see?”
 
   “No,” Nora said. “Everything’s still black.”
 
   Aura hung his head in failure.
 
   “Wait a minute,” Nora said, tilting her head around the room. “I see something! It’s a big orange blob! I can see the color! Oh, I can really see it! And there’s more of them, all in different colors! It’s so beautiful!”
 
   Nora’s head was pointed down at the floor, where below them the party was still going on. She was seeing the houseguest’s souls, all in various brilliant shining colors. Though they were merely colorful blobs, the girl leaked tears of joy to finally be seeing anything at all after nearly twenty years of darkness.
 
   Beyond their party, Nora could even see the faint glowing souls of the Kingdom’s citizens all around her. Everywhere she turned, it looked like she was surrounded by starlight. After twenty years of feeling like she’d been left alone in the dark, finally Nora could see that was never the case at all.
 
   “Aura, how did you know you could do this?”
 
   “It’s kind of a funny story…” The boy chuckled, thinking back.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Earlier that day…
 
   Aura was in the middle of setting up the painting easel in his bedroom just hours before the party. Ash walked in through the open door, curious.
 
   “Are you finally going to tell me why you bought all this painting stuff?” he asked.
 
   “I plan on helping my sister regain her talent for painting,” Aura replied.
 
   “That’s cool. How are you gonna do that?”
 
   “Actually, I could use your help if you don’t mind,” Aura said, stepping closer to Ash.
 
   “Sure, what do you want me to do?” Ash asked.
 
   “Soul sight!” Aura cried, jamming his uncovered palm in Ash’s face. The electric blue current shot into Ash’s eyes, and just like when Aura used it on himself, the boy became able to see the glowing orbs of soul power as well.
 
   “Ahhh, my eyes!” Ash cried, rubbing his eyes furiously. “What’d you do to me? There’s all these weird blobs floating around! Make it stop!”
 
   “Yes! It works!” Aura shouted, smiling with excitement.
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   Back to the present…
 
   “Give me blue,” Nora said, facing her brother.
 
   “Coming up,” Aura replied, dipping her brush in the blue paint. He directed her hand once more to the canvas and let her go. Nora attacked the white paper like a skilled swordsman, tilting her head every so often to get another look at her brother.
 
   “So is that me?” Aura asked her. “Am I blue?”
 
   “You’re blue, bro.” 
 
   “Why am I blue?”
 
   “You have a blue soul,” Nora said, putting the finishing touches on the blue blob that was her brother. “Red! I want red now.”
 
   “I wonder why…” the boy said. Aura dipped the paintbrush in water to clean it off, then stuck it into the red paint and handed it back. Nora started inspecting another soul downstairs and worked on a new red blob. After a few minutes of this, Aura’s eyes gave out. The boy tried to hide his blindness from his sister, but Nora was now a master at being blind. She could sense his once confident movements were becoming slow and awkward.
 
   “Is there something wrong?” she asked.
 
   “To tell you the truth, sometimes when I use this technique it takes away my vision for a little while.”
 
   Nora dropped her brush. “Stop it then. I won’t allow you to blind yourself for me. That’s not what I want.”
 
   “Calm down,” Aura said. “This is the longest I’ve been able to hold the technique without losing my eyesight. I think that with a lot of training, I could learn to do it without ever going blind again. But it’s going to take a lot of practice, so you’re actually helping me out by letting me use the technique on you. Get it?”
 
   Nora sighed. “When did you get to be so cool?”
 
    
 
   * * * *
 
    
 
   The party lasted late into the early hours of the morning. Aura hugged his father and sister goodbye long before most of the guests left. With his sister’s work completed, Aura hung her first painting in years on his bedroom wall. His eyesight still darkened, the boy retired to bed to sleep away his ailment. The rest of the party guests eventually filed out as well.
 
   Shiva hugged Wilhelm goodbye, saying she hoped to see him again real soon. There was a sadness to the Old Satan’s eyes as he left, and Ash could see it. The boy knew Wilhelm’s guilt over what he’d done to his granddaughter would eat away at him for a long time. He didn’t think she’d be seeing much of Wilhelm in the near future. 
 
   When the last of the guests were gone, Ash and Shiva muttered goodnight to each other and went to their rooms. Ash was ready to pass out as he toppled onto his bed. Staring up at his ceiling, the desire to pray to God came over him once more.
 
   The boy put his hands together. Normally he would say something like “God, if you can hear me, I’m trapped in Hell and I need help.” He paused, thinking about it a little more. His thought process was interrupted by a gentle knocking on the door and Shiva’s voice whispering to him.
 
   “Ash, are you still awake?”
 
   Ash popped out of bed and opened the door for her. “Yeah.”
 
   Shiva stood there in baggy pajama pants and an oversized sweater. Ash had to resist the urge to laugh out loud and managed to dial it back to just a smile. “I just wanted to make sure you’re okay,” Shiva said.
 
   “What do you mean?” Ash asked, a little confused.
 
   “You know, with Phoenix…” she trailed off.
 
   “Oh, yeah, all that stuff,” Ash picked up for her. “No, yeah, I’m okay.”
 
   “Okay then,” Shiva said. “Good.”
 
   “Yeah, all good, everything’s okay,” Ash added.
 
   “Okay then, good. I’ll be going to bed now,” she said.
 
   “Wait a minute,” Ash said. “Are you okay?”
 
   “I don’t know…” Shiva admitted. Ash stepped back and allowed her inside his room. “I thought I was. When I heard you beat Phoenix I was ecstatic. I felt relieved, avenged even. But when I saw him die I realized I just lost a dear old friend, one of the only few people I cared for. It was a lot harder than I thought it’d be.”
 
   “I know exactly what you mean,” Ash said. “I was so pissed at him for what he did, but…” Ash stopped. He knew he couldn’t tell Shiva about what really changed his mind about the man. “Well, I didn’t want him to die, that’s for sure. I just wish we could have worked out some other way.”
 
   “Leona was his real love, you know.”
 
   “Yeah, Aura told me. I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s alright. I should of seen it coming.”
 
   “There’s no way you could have. Their relationship was a secret.”
 
   “I heard you say that I’m a friend worth fighting for,” Shiva said.
 
   “Oh,” Ash blushed. “Yeah, I said that. So what?”
 
   “It was just nice, that’s all,” Shiva replied. 
 
   “Well its true. After all, I am your subordinate. I have to stand up for you.”
 
   “You’re too kind,” Shiva said flipping back to her familiar sarcastic tone. “I’ve had enough girl talk for tonight. See you bright and early for training tomorrow, hang over or no hang over.” The girl left and went back to her room to sleep away the night.
 
   Ash lay in bed once again, thinking more about his prayer. So far, praying had failed to do him any good at all. Maybe God couldn’t hear the boy from Hell, or maybe God just didn’t care. For all Ash knew, God could be trying to find him to ‘erase him from existence’, like Goddard had once warned. One thing was for certain though: praying wasn’t helping.
 
   Maybe instead of clasping my hands together in prayer, I should put my hands to good use making my own wishes come true, thought Ash. After all, the only times I ever got what I wanted, I accomplished through my own strength and will. I’ve fought every day to survive here. All praying ever got me was a naïve dependency on an invisible, no-show savior.
 
   As Ash lay there thinking, a dim light trickled in through his window. He realized he had forgot to shut the shades, and now the morning sun was forming. Ash tried to sleep, ignoring the beams of light flooding his room. A minute later the invasion sirens started sounding. Ash opened his eyes, knowing what would come next.
 
   “Yahoo!” Shiva cried out in exhilaration. “What a great way to start off the morning!” The sounds of her noisy armor clanking as she strapped it on filled the house, waking both boys.
 
   “Up and at’em!” Shiva said. “That means you too, Draxler!”
 
   “Umm, I’m still blind from last night,” Aura lied.
 
   “I don’t care! Man up and fight blind then!”
 
   Ash sat up in his bed, laughing quietly to himself over his roommate’s childish bickering. “Right then. Better get going,” he said, sliding off the bed to his feet. He rushed to his closet and dressed himself, making sure to put on his peacoat and gloves. Lastly, he grabbed the sword that Amos gave him.
 
   “My team needs me,” he said. The boy left his room and went downstairs to join Shiva, who was gripping her new bolas weapon as well. Aura came down moments later sporting his shiny new gauntlet, and the three devils left their new home in West Hell. Pulling out their wings and taking to the morning sky, the team moved on to their next challenge and the start of a brand new day.
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